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"For down within the caverns blind
The mansions of the Dwarves are mined,;
The lamps of Uhle glow undefined
From deep within cut hearts of stone. . ."

VALING

Twelve years since Dwarves broke the rule
of dark below and, led by Uhle,
emerged to moon and sun.

Twelve years since the Wizards fled
and left behind so many dead
beside the torrent's run.

Twelve years since a princess fair



brought forth in joy wed with despair,
from widow's weeds, a son.

Twelve years since, in one boy's life.
Now Wizards rise with fire and knife.
The Three shall seek the one.

-MINDRELL THE BARD

1
Bear and Boy

Onewarm spring day in Vaing, alarge, fat bear sunned himself on the gray stone of the Neck. Hisrusset
coat gleamed, deek as anokken's: the long mountain winter didn't seem to have bothered him at all.
Haf-adeep or haf-awake, helay comfortably between the orchard and the top of the cliff, where the
scent of the gpple blossomswas dmost aslovely as the hum of the bees. Behind him the lake glistened a
deep and sparkling blue. Except for along plume of spray from the fallsto the west, there wasn't acloud

inthe sky.

Beyond the orchard, however, the Manor was much more active. It was First Feast that night and
everyone was busy with three more tasks than usua. The kitchen wasfilled with the bustle of crockery
and cooking; men and women darted like bats on a summer evening across the long porches that looked
out over the orchard. In the schoolroom, the children squirmed hopefully astantaizing smellsdrifted in
through the open windows from the scullery below.

Avender watched from his seet at the window as one of the undercooksrolled abarrel of dopsinto
the yard. The pigsin the pen next door poked eager snouts through the fence and grunted at the fresh
stains on the undercook’s apron. But, when Tinnet returned to the kitchen without feeding the hogs,
Avender switched his attention back to the front of the schoolroom. Nolo was seated on the desk before
the class that morning, instead of their regular teacher, and Avender was paying complete attention. He
aways listened when Nolo spoke, no matter how many times he had heard the story. That was because
Nolo wasaDwarf, and Avender, dong with everyone e sein Valing, was dways interested in anything
having to do with Dwarves.

Sunshine streamed through the windows, brightening even the dull iron circlet Nolo used to hold back
hiswild gray hair. The younger children in the front row, not used to seeing the Dwarf so closdly, stared
at hisbroad, bare feet. Each toe looked like aknob of gnarled stone. But they were il quite clearly toes
because every once in awhile Nolo wiggled and stretched them or, if he had an itch, scratched between
them with hisequdly stony fingers.

"Then what happened?’ asked little Atty Peaks from the front row: Avender knew the younger boy
was very much in awe of the Dwarf's toes, because that was how he had felt at Atty's age. Probably Atty



had heard that Nolo could squeeze pebbles to dust between them, and was desperate to seehim doit.

Nolo glowered good-naturedly at the small boy. "If you'd pay attention, lad,” he said, "and stop asking
S0 many questions, you might hear what I'm saying.”

Half-smothered laughter swept through Atty's classmates. The Dwarf looked up. Raising his heavy
eyebrows at the older studentsin the back of the room, he warned, "None of that, now. Atty's doing the
best he can. He's not heard the tale before. What he knows about Mennon or Wizards wouldn't half-fill
anorecar."

The younger children, safein the schoolroom on abeautiful soring day, shivered delightedly at the
mention of Wizards. Avender and the older ones pretended not to care.

Away in the orchard the beer lifted his snout to sniff the breeze. Something much more delightful than
the scent of gpple blossomswas now drifting hisway. His black nose wiggled. His small eyes opened.
Heaving himself up from his comfortable rock, he began sniffing the air with redl interes.

"Of course," Nolo was saying back in the classroom, "Mennon was very interested in Issinlough when
he woke. Only we Bryddin had ever seen our shining city before, or the Abyss, for that matter. When
Mennon first learned to speak he went with Uhle to the bottom of the lowest tower in the city and
pointed at the blackness below. 'What'sthat? he asked. 'Why, that'sthe Abyss,’ Uhle answered. 'How
far isit to the bottom? Mennon wanted to know. Thereis no bottom,’ said Uhle."

"Isthere redly no bottom?* asked Atty.

Nolo shook his head. "No, lad, no bottom. Issinlough hangs on the underside of the world, and
beyond Issinlough there's nothing. Whatever'sleft of Brydds himsdf might lie down therein the deep
dark, but there's no bottom to the Abyss.”

"And no Ky, either?’

"No, no sky, either. We Bryddin never knew about the sky till Mennon told us, nor about the sun and
moon. But once Uhle heard about them, nothing could keep him from finding the surface. 'Brighter than
the brightest of your lamps," was the way Mennon described the sun to us. 'Brighter than dl your lamps
rolled into one.™ Nolo stroked hislong beard thoughtfully for amoment before he went on.

"Uhle had dways dreamed of such alight. Heand | searched for it for years. But once he knew it
existed, Uhle knew right away how to reach it. We might not have been able to go up the way Mennon
had come down, but we could certainly dig our way to the surface once we knew it was there. Asal of
you know, we Bryddin are very good at digging.” Hewiggled hisfingers and stubby toes. Atty's eyes
widened.

"Wasthat the Sun Road?' asked agirl Avender's age from the back of the class. Avender rolled his
eyes, knowing she already knew the answer aswell ashedid.

"That'swhat it isnow, Ferris" answered Nolo. "But when wefirgt built it, it was hardly morethan a
long tunnd. Wewerein ahurry, at least those of uswho took up the work. There are still somein
Issinlough who wonder what we need with the sun and moon, let aone trees and flowers.”

"Or ale, right, Nolo?' teased aboy who sat to Avender's|eft. Avender grinned. Teasing their regular
teacher would have been unthinkable, but Nolo was amuch easier magter. The Dwarf himself laughed at
the joke, hisbeard rolling in little waves across his chest.

"That'sright, lad. Mennon hadn't told us athing about ae yet. Perhapsif he had, wed have dug alot
quicker."



The whole classlaughed. While they were laughing, alumbering shape appeared in the yard below.
The bear, following the scent he had sniffed out on the back of the breeze, had found hisway from the
orchard to the side of the sty. The pigs rushed back to the fence as soon as they saw him to snort and
squedl at their old foe. They knew what he was up to as soon as he appeared. The bear, however,
ignored the pigs completely.

But their squedling did attract the notice of the students closest to the windows above the yard. There
was aquiet rustling among the desks as they shuffled about for better views. Avender poked his neighbor
with hisfoot.

"Reiffen,” he whispered, nodding toward the window. "Redburr's at the dopsagain.”
The other boy's eyebrows rose with interest. Carefully he stretched across the desks for a better view.

At thefront of the room Nolo continued histae, completely unaware of the activity at the windows.
"Can anyonetell me" he asked, "where we Bryddin were when we finaly broke out onto the surface?
No, not you, Ferris. Y ou can't answer every question. Let's hear from one of the younger lads or lasses
who haven't heard the tale before. All right, Nell, why don't you tell us.”

Nell stood up straight and tall at her desk beside Atty, very proud of her opportunity. "Um, wasit
Grangore?' she asked.

"Absolutdly correct!" Nolo dapped histhigh hard, amost causing the legs on the desk to give out
below him. Nell beamed.

At the pigsty, the great bear rested his forepaws on the rim of the dops barrel and stuffed his heavy
head ingde. The barrd wobbled but didn't fal. On the other Sde of the fence the angry pigs began
digging furioudy asthey tried to get at the thief beyond the railing. Contented grunts echoed from insde
the wooden barrel.

"It was a beautiful evening,” the Dwarf was saying to the class, "thefirst evening | ever saw. We came
out on the middle dopes of Alodocin, and the sun was just beginning to set behind Ivismundra. Uhle
came out firgt, but it was awhile before he returned for the rest of us. We were afraid of coming up
beneath alake or ariver, you see, and had dammed off the upper end of the tunnel. Then we had to take
another minute after Uhle pulled down the dam to put on our goggles, just in case the sun wastoo bright
for our eyes. Here, | brought minein to classtoday so everyone could have alook. Cut the lensesfrom a
largetopaz, | did."

He handed apair of heavy gogglesto Atty, who dropped them, he was so overwhelmed by the honor.
Meanwhile the bear had snuffled down all the easy pickings at the top of the barrel and had twisted
around on hishind legsto improve hisleverage into the tub. Severd timeshe came closetolosing his
balance, but each time he shifted to the Side at the last second and caught himself before the barrel

tipped.

"That's red batwing." Nolo pointed out the goggle straps, while those pupils still paying atention to him
carefully handed them around the classroom. "V ery soft and strong, batwing. No lighter lesther to be
found, under sun or ground. Therésalittle stretch iniit, too, so they fit tight around your head. Say, what
areyou dl looking at out the window there? Avender? Reiffen?”

Nolo had finally noticed that most of the class was gathered around the windows and no longer even
pretending to pay attention to him. Not wanting to miss out on whatever was happening in theyard
below, he hopped off the desk and hurried across the room.

"Not again." He groaned when he saw the backside of the bear sticking up out of the barrel. Leaning



out over the sl on histiptoes, he called down to the dley, "Hey there! Redburr! Get out of there, you
overgrown raccoon! Y ou know better than that!"

By thistime the bear had climbed al the way up onto the top of the barrel, his head and shoulders
crammed greedily inside. He wasin no position to hear anyone's scolding. The barrel was very strong,
but the bear was very heavy. Both rocked back and forth precarioudly as the bear shoveled through the
dainties within. But that balancing act was too ddlicate to last more than amoment. The tub teetered, then
toppled with a crash. Severd smaller barrels nearby were ad so smashed as Redburr was thrown crashing
on top of them and through the fence around the sty. A pair of fish heads and haf amoldy cabbage flew
high into theair. Shining in the sun, they floated for amoment right in front of the schoolroom windows,
then splashed back down in the dirty alley below.

Briefly the bear lay stunned in apile of dops, barrel staves, and fencing. Flecks of broccoli and
yesterday's gravy speckled hisruddy coat. Then the pigs were on him. He rose up with haf an old
cheesein his mouth and clubbed afew of the more vicious sowswith aswing from each of his heavy
forepaws. Piglets squeded asthey streamed through the holein the fence. The dley wasfilled with
guzzling hogs and dippery bear, dl fighting over the same hunks of grease and filthy vegetables. They
careened back and forth in the buttery mess, bashing fresh holes in the fence and sending the rain barrel
at the corner of the kitchen flying. The water duiced out across the ground benesth them; everything was
soon churned to mud by their scuffling.

The door to the kitchen flew open. Hern herself stormed out, her stoutest broom in hand. Her first
shout brought Redburr immediately to his senses. Hagtily he scrambled to hisfeet and shouldered the
heaviest sow aside. Then he took off back down the alley toward the orchard with al the speed he could
muster, arotten pumpkin bumping on his backside, his prize cheese till dripping in his mouth.

"That'sright!" called Nolo from the window, barely ableto contain hislaughter. "Y ou run away! Asif
we haven't dl seen you at your work aready!"

Hern shook her broom and shouted in turn, ™Y ou great fat rug! I've told you a hundred timesto keep
out of the dops! How're we supposed to get any bacon! 1'm going to ban you from the feast tonight, |
am!"

Sheturned and stared at the rest of the kitchen staff, who had come out behind her to enjoy the show.

"And what are you al gaping a?' she demanded. She stood with hands on hips, even though shewas
gtill holding her broom. " Get these pigs back in the pen! Were behind asit ist Well never be ready for
tonight! And which one of you put that cheese in with the rest of the garbage? Wasthat you, Tinnet? Y ou
know that fool of abear can't control himsalf when he gets awhiff of spoiled cheese! Y ou'd better get to
work cleaning up thismess before | redly lose my temper!™

Plowing straight into the middle of the hogs, she kicked left and right and batted at them with both
ends of her broom. The sowsfled in terror, grunting as they scrambled back to the safety of their pen,
but afew of the piglets managed to escape. They tore off into the orchard with the kitchen staff chasing
behind. The children cheered them on.

Hern looked up at the schoolroom. Her eyes narrowed. Every student in sight ducked back inside
before she could light into any of them in turn. Nolo wisely followed their example.

He retrieved his goggles from where they had been dropped on the floor and said, "I guessthat'sthe
end of thislesson.” The students gave another cheer. "Maybe you should al report downgtairsto Hern. |
think she's going to need dl the help she can get catching those pigs.”

Another cheer went up, louder than thefirst, epecidly from the younger children. Much as everyone



liked hearing the Dwarf tell them stories of the Stoneways, chasing pigs was even better. No one waited
to be dismissed; they fled through the desks and out the door in a clatter of shoes and shouts of glee.

Avender, however, wasn't S0 lucky. Nolo caught his arm as he was on hisway out the door. Reiffen
and Ferrissaw it dll, and ducked away before they were stopped as well.

"I need you," said the Dwarf.

"You let everyone ese go!" Avender knew what was coming, but Nolo's grip wasfar too strong for
him to twist away. "Reiffen and | are supposed to go get mussels from Longback.”

"The mussels can wait." Nolo's eyes twinkled beneath his bushy brows. "The Shaper needs you more.
Someone hasto help him clean up before the feast, lad. And you'rethe oneto doit.”

Avender groaned. Grooming afilthy bear was the last thing he wanted to do.

"I've another job | promised Hern I'd help with," the Dwarf went on, "or I'd take care of him mysdif.
Then | could give him the thumping he needs. Now go on and do as I've asked. There may be something
init for you later, if you do."

Avender shuffled off. There was no use hoping he would not be able to find the bear. He had lived his
entirelife at the Manor and knew every rambling inch of the place, from the highest garret to the deepest
cdlar. And there were redly only afew places Redburr waslikely to go. Once the Shaper Sarted to
think straight—and there was every chance he had, now that Hern had shocked some sense back into
him—he would probably head down to the lake to bathe. Redburr, with his bottomless appetite, looked
forward to First Feast as much as anyone; he knew Hern would never alow himin unless he was
completely clean. Otherwise he had atendency to overexcite the dogs. And the quickest way to the lake
was through the cellars and down the long stair to the lower dock at the bottom of the cliff.

From the hall outside the schoolroom Avender could still hear the uproar in the yard. Reluctantly he
turned away and headed for the cellars. Redburr's most likely route downstairs would be through the
back of the house, on the other side of the Great Hall. There was no way he would have risked going
through the kitchen to face Hern and her broom again. Sure enough, the boy began to find bitsand
pieces from the dop barrel on the floor as he neared the back stair. He picked the fallen garbage up as
he found it, knowing he would just be sent back to finish thejob if he neglected to take care of it now.

The messy trail continued down to the busy cdllars. It looked like everyone in the Manor, and not a
few from Eastbay and the nearer farms, were carrying sacks of smoked fish and sides of bacon, or rolling
great cheese whedls and casks of ae and cider aong the stone floors between bushel baskets of
cabbages and carrots.

More than afew of them laughed when they saw the boy. "After the bear, are you?' they caled.
"Well, you won't miss him, that's sure enough. What a stench!”

Ignoring them, Avender hurried on through the stone storerooms. The stair to the lower dock had
been cut from the Neck and spiraled down through the rock to the lake, many fathoms below. Lighting
the lamp that stood ready at the top of the steps, the boy peered into the darkness. A faint smell of rotten
cheese and sodden fur greeted him, but no sound drifted up from the cold stone. The bear would not
have bothered with alamp and was probably aready at the bottom.

Avender sarted down, light in hand. Hislong legs threw tramping shadows aong thewall beside him.
But he didn't have far to go. After the second or third turn he heard the click of the bear's claws on the
stone ahead. "Redburr?’ he caled, cupping hisfree hand to his mouth. "It's me, Avender. If you're
coming up fast you'd better dow down or you'll run me over.”



The clicking dowed, then stopped completely. A moment later Redburr's muzze appeared hesitantly
around the curve below, followed by the rest of his shaggy head, now dripping wet. Hiseyes gleamed in
the lamplight. For amoment he looked more like a red-wooled sheep than a bear.

"Nolo sent me," said the boy.
"Nolo? s hemad at me, too?"

The fancy that Redburr was a sheep disappeared as soon as he spoke. His degp voice rumbled out
from hisfurry chest like arock dide tumbling out the mouth of acave.

"What do you think?" answered Avender.
"Y ou think Hern'sredlly going to ban me from the feast?*

"So you heard that?' The boy picked apiece of soggy turnip out of the tangled fur at the top of the
bear's massive head. His hand was only alittle larger than Redburr's ear. 'Y ou should've stayed for your
punishment. Now she'sjust going to brood, and that'll make it worse.”

"Y ou think | should go take what's coming to me?"

Avender shook hishead. "It'stoo late. Now you're better off staying out of her way till tonight. Then, if
you're lucky, shelll be so busy shell forget al about you."

Redburr nodded, his great head swinging through amuch larger arc than any human's. Then he noticed
the water dripping from hisfur had begun to pool on the gair. Extending hislong red tongue, he began to
lap it up. Avender added the turnip to the mix, then turned and started back toward the cdllars. Behind
him there was a quick gulping sound, followed by the padding of heavy paws and the click of clavson
stone.

There were afew snickers asthey passed back through the cellars, but not many. The bear was too
big, and too honored, to be made fun of for doing what was natura enough for him. He hadn't hibernated
sncearriving in Vaing amost ten years ago and, though he could go without hibernation for along time,
thelack of agood, long deep sometimes confused him. Occasondly he forgot he wasliving with humans
and not deep in the mountain woods, usualy when he was around food. But in the end Redburr, who
was always very sorry afterward when he forgot himself, was too important to be sent away. Hewas,
after al, a Shaper. Even King Branniswould put up with him if Redburr ever took it into hishead to
gpend ten yearsin Rimwich.

Together, bear and boy climbed up through the Manor to Redburr's den. Avender thought it wiseto
keep to the back of the house, as the bear was il dripping and any extradamage to carpets or polished
floors would only be added to both their accounts. When they findly reached the top of the house,
Redburr crossed straight through the litter of old logs and empty beehives that filled hisroom to stand at
the window with hisfront paws on the sill, where the strong breeze could ruffle hiswet fur. Avender
hurried to find the combs and brushes among the husks of bread and stolen jam pots on thefloor. If the
bear'sfur dried before he got to work, untangling it would be impossible.

He saw cloudsin the sky when he joined Redburr at the window. In the distance mountains marched
down both sides of the lake. Patches of gray shadow skimmed across the dark blue surface dong with
puffs of sail. Avender reminded himself that the sooner he was done, the sooner he would be ableto go
out on the lake with Ferrisand Reiffen.

He turned to the bear's shaggy coat. As he had feared, the fur was dready matted in great tangles and
gticky tufts. Choice reminders of Redburr's foraging remained despite his plungein the lake. The boy set
to work currying the thick fur back into some semblance of respectability. Occasiondly Redburr asked



for an extrascratch or two on his back or belly, and pointed out every time Avender missed a
particularly sticky patch. When he had been smdler, Avender had ddlighted in plunging his hand and face
into the thickets of the bear's pelt, and wel comed any chance to rub him down after a swim. But now that
Avender was older, he saw it only for the work it was.

"Y ou could at least have used some soap,” he said as he worked the remains of one of that morning's
muffins off the bear's hip.

"Old Mortin wouldn't lend me any. He said he wouldn't be able to useit himsalf once | wasthrough
withit." Scratching his stomach with his enormous claws, the bear grumbled as Avender pulled the comb
hard through a patch on his shoulder that seemed glued together. "I wish Nolo'd sent Ferris up instead of
you. She doesn't pull half my fur out with each pass. Ow!"

He cuffed the boy out of the way, not quite gently, and went to work on the troublesome spot with
claws and tongue.

"You know," said Avender as he moved to asafer position, "if you'd stop rooting around in the dops
you wouldn't have to go through this."

"Maybethat'swhy | doit, boy," replied the bear, licking away at histicky fur. "I likerooting around in
dops. | an abear, you know. Mmm. | think | remember that bit."

"You don't dways act like abear. And other bears can't talk."

"Y ou know better than that. I'm the bear of bears. Even when | changeinto something else I'm il
redly abear.” Ashe spoke, afly buzzed in through the window. Redburr snapped his great jaws at it
without even thinking. Large, sharp teeth that might have bitten Avender's arm in two closed with aloud
crunch.

"Itd bealot easier for therest of usif you'd just be human for the party tonight.” The boy flicked some
soggy mushrooms on the floor as the bear turned to let him groom thefiner fur at histhroat. Redburr
eyed the mushrooms for amoment before deciding to leave them for later. " Then you could clean
yoursdlf up. And you know how nervous those traders from Lugger get when they see abear sitting next
to them a dinner.”

"L et them be nervous." Redburr rubbed a heavy paw across hisnose. "I can eat morewhen I'ma
bear. And I've got that trip into the mountains tomorrow with Ranner. If | bothered to change now I'd
just have to change back again. Y ou know too much shifting wears me out. It'll do those bead sellers
good to rub elbows with Mother Nature for afew hours."

Avender combed on without saying anything more. Had it been Ferris doing the grooming, the
conversation would never have lagged for amoment. And Reiffen would have asked questions about
history and placesin the world he had never been. But Avender worked quietly and steadily untangling
thisknot and unraveling that. After awhile the bear began to hum.

"What song isthat?' asked the boy.

"A new onel heard part of the other night." Redburr began peeling long strips of wood off one of the
old logsthat lay scattered about the room.

"Was that when you and Nolo came home drunk from the Bass and Bull?

"Weweren't drunk. Y ou can't get a Bryddin drunk. And thereisn't enough ale at the Bassto get me
drunk."

"Ferrissaid you were drunk.”



"How would Ferris know? She didn't see us come home."

"No, but they were talking about it in the kitchen the next day. And there were those broken benches
inthefront hall." Avender picked some pumpkin seeds off the bear's back. Somehow they had burrowed
into hisfur and had to be rooted out like rocks from agarden.

"That wasn't me," said the bear. "That was Nolo. He wasn't paying attention when he sat down. He
knows those benches aren't strong enough to hold him."

"Who sang it?"

"Who sang what?'

"The song you were humming.”

"Oh, that. That was Mindrell. A rhymer from the north.”
"Ishegoing to sing tonight?*

"He's supposed to." Redburr raised his head and growled in his deep, rough voice:

"Beyond the west, beyond the night;
Beyond the waning of the light. . ."

He stopped and licked his nose. ""Mennon's Ride," he called it. Said held give us more tonight if we
asked him to the feast.”

Avender combed slently through a patch thick with butter and gravy on the bear'sflank. Most
rhymerswho cameto Vaing tended to sing "The Fal of Ablen" oncethey saw Giserre and her son.
Avender was glad this one was going to be different.

Redburr peered at the boy. Slovenly the Shaper was, and aways hungry; but there wasn't much that
escaped his notice when he paid attention. And he had known Avender for most of the boy's short life.

"Itsagood lifewehaveinVding, isnt it?' hesad.
Avender shrugged and kept brushing.
"What will you do when Reiffen goes away?"

The boy looked up. The bear was watching him carefully, hissmal, black eyes buttoned close upon
him.

"Is Reiffen going away?" Avender asked.

"Gisarre's been talking about it more and more lately. He can't livedl hislifein Vaing. Hehasto go to
Mamoret eventudly.”

Avender stood ill for amoment. When he went back to brushing Redburr's coat histouch was
harder, though the fur had aready grown soft and glossy benegth his hand.

"Don't tell me you and Reiffen haven't talked about it," the bear went on. "But you don't need to
worry. Giserrell take you with themif you ask her."

Avender stopped in mid-stroke and looked hopefully at the bear. ™Y ou think so?"
Redburr raised hisforepawsin ashrug. "Y ou and Reiffen aren't the only oneswho've talked about it,"



he said. "I've aready spoken to Giserre. But convincing Hern'll be much harder.”
"Why would she mind?*

"You're her ward, for one thing. And she doesn't particularly like the idea of Giserre and Reiffen going,
either. Shethinksit'stoo dangerous. It's only been two years since Brannis|ast tried to have Reiffen
killed."

Avender remembered that day al too well, Gisarre raging in cold fury through the Manor and Redburr
with dark red stains on his heavy paws. Not that anyone had ever seen fit to tell him or Reiffen thewhole
story.

"Hern can't Sop them if they want to go," Avender said. He and Reiffen had spent many along night
talking about just that possibility. "Their people arein Mamoret and Rimwich. Not Vaing."

"No, she can',” the bear agreed. "But she can stop you. Y our people are here, not there. And it'sone
thing to be Reffen'sfast friend in VVaing and another atogether in Mamoret.”

Avender made no reply. He knew it was true. Whom their fathers had been meant littlein VVaing, but
in Wayland and Banking it would mean much more. He just hoped Hern understood how miserable he
would beif shedidn't let him go.

"How many times," asked the Shaper, "did you knock Reiffen down thefirst time you met?*

Avender didn't need to think to answer. Old Mortin and the other wagsin the Manor il liked to
tease both boys about the time someone had finally stood up to the young prince. "Five," he said.

"And when was the last time you knocked him down?"

"l don't know. A couple days ago, | guess. But that wasn't aredl fight. We were just wrestling. We
havent had ared fight in years."

"I didn't say you had. Ahh, that feelsgood." The bear arched his back as Avender scratched him just
below the shoulder. "But if Hern does let you go south with Giserre, you'd better remember not to knock
him down anymore, no matter how much he deservesit. Y ou could find asword at your throat for less,
epecidly in Mamoret.”

"Then I'll have to knock the siwordsman down, too."

The bear gave the boy afriendlier cuff than the first had been, but Avender was ready for him thistime
and jJumped out of the way. Redburr laughed, his sharp teeth flashing. He was clean and dry now, his
ruddy coat glowing after al of Avender's attention.

"Go on," the Shaper said. "Go get those mussdls. | can taste the stew dready. And tell Nolo when you
find him, next time he should send Ferris.”

Avender didn't haveto be told twice. Without another word he threw down his brushes and bounded
out of the den in search of hisfriends.

Skimmer



Thereyou are,” said Ferris. She and Reiffen were sitting on the stair one landing below the bear's.
"Weve been waiting for you forever. Mother's starting to get impatient for her mussals.”

"Thanks. Y ou didn't have to wait, you know."
"We knew you'd want to come dong.”

Avender leaned on the banister beside his friends and wished he had found Reiffen done. Aslong as
Ferriswas with them, he couldn't very well bring up the subject of Mamoret. Hern would never let her
only child go off on ajourney of which she didn't approve, and talking about it in front of Ferriswould
only make Ferrisangry.

"Looking for you was alot more interesting than chasing pigs.” Reiffen pulled himself up from his seat
and stood beside hisfriend. He was dightly taller than Avender, but Avender was much more sturdy.

"Interesting for you, maybe," said Ferris. "I don't know where you went. But I've been waiting here
half an hour and it's been pretty boring. At least | knew whereto look for him."

"Y ou could have come up and helped,” said Avender. "That wouldn't have been boring.”

"And smell like grubby bear?' Ferris shook her head. "No thank you. | already took abath this
morning.”

"If I hadn't gone off," said Reiffen, "Nolo wouldn't have given methis"" He pulled asmal sack from
insgde his jacket and handed it to Avender, whose face lit up at once. It was just the right Size and weight
to be one of Mother Spinner's bags of maple candy. But it was also aready open.

"How many have you eaten?"' His eyes narrowed suspicioudy as Avender opened the bag and peered
ingde. A light, sweet flavor lurked within.

"Weonly had one" said Reiffen.
"Totd," added Ferris. She stood up and led them off down the stair. "We shared it."
"It'sonly fair, snce we waited for you. Now you get to go sailing instead of helping fix the sty."

"Well, you're not getting any more." Avender folded the top of the bag and tucked it carefully insde his
shirt. "Y ou didn't spend an hour combing wet bear.” The paper scratched his skin, but he didn't mind,
knowing what wasinsde.

"It was barely half an hour," said Ferris.

"And wdl worthiit, if you ask me," Reiffen pointed out, "when you consder thereward. I'd have
volunteered if I'd known." He eyed the spot where the bag had disappeared. "Aren't you going to eat
even one? Therere seven morein there, you know."

"Oh, you counted them, did you? Are you sure you only took one?'
Reiffen shrugged. "Wdll, if you're going to be greedy about it,” he said.

"Oh, come on. Therell be plenty for everyone tonight.” Ferris pushed both boys ahead of her toward
the kitchen as they reached the ground floor. "Mother may not let us even go to the feast if we don't bring
her the mussdls soon.”

They met Gisarrein the hall, where she and severd other women were on their way to the spare
bedrooms with fresh bedding. She gave her son astern glance as he hurried past with Ferrisand
Avender. "Areyou helping?' she asked. Her dark hair was pulled back behind her head and the deeves



of her plain dress pushed up above her elbows. Even making beds she looked like a princess.
"We're off to get mussalsfor Hern," Reiffen replied.

Satisfied her son was doing his part, Giserre dlowed him to go. In the kitchen, Hern handed him the
bag of salt they would swap for mussals with the nokken. Savory smells steamed from every pot. Cooks
and undercooks scurried back and forth as Hern hopped from stove to stove around them, apair of
large wooden spoons gripped menacingly in either hand.

From the kitchen the children followed the same route Avender had taken while looking for the bear.
Only thistime they continued all the way down the long stair to the dock at the bottom. Ferrisled the
way with the lamp, her shadow dancing dong the curving walls. There were many caves beneath the
Manor, some natural and others carved by human hands. A few ran deeper than the water at the bottom
of the cliff outside, wormed from the rock for ancient purposes and off-limits to even the most curious
children. But this particular stair led only asfar asthe lower dock, where the stewards kept afew
catboats and canoes for quick runsinto the lake without having to hike al the way to the main docksin

Eastbay.

At the bottom they came out in alow cave. The air was damp and cold and smelled of smoke. Dark
water lapped againg the sone. Enough gray light filtered in from the low opening to the lake for the
children to see arow of boats moored to afloating dock beside the quay. At thefar end an old man
muffled in severa layers of sweeters and scarves sat puffing a pipe on awooden chair, fishing inthedim
gloom. Sometimes Old Mortin caught afish, but more often he caught whoever came down from the
Manor above: everyone who passed hisdock had to pay atoll intalk and time. Rarely did the [akeman
trouble his old boneswith climbing dl those gairs.

"Well, there," he said to the children as soon asthey arrived, "it's about time you were off on your
chores. Been up there sneaking round the ovens, | suppose. Can't say | blame you. It'swhat | used to do
when | wasyour age." He chuckled to himsdf and took asip from the mug he kept close beside his
chair.

"Areyou coming to the feast?" asked Ferris politely. Behind her Avender and Reiffen ignored the

ladders st into the Side of thelittle pier and jumped down to the floating platform. Pale patterns danced
acrossthe rough ceiling asthelight from outside reflected off the rippling water.

"Wel, intheusua way | wouldn't."” Old Mortin carefully dipped hisfishing pole through aholein his
chair'swooden arm. "My knees don' like dl them stairs. But | hear that new rhymer's coming to Sing, o
| thought I might aswell row on over to Eastbay and hitch aride back up the Neck."

"Redburr's been talking about him, too," said Avender from insde the catboat he and Reiffen had
picked out. Beside him Reiffen heaved the bag of sdlt into the bottom of the craft.

"Aye. Redburr and Nolo were both with us over to the Bass the other night when we heard him sing.”
The old lakeman nodded appreciatively. "Sang 'Picklesand Ale," he did, and The Fisherman's Bail." It's
abeautiful voice he has. Not as good as old Froggy Thicken had when | was alad, maybe. But fine
enough dl thesame"

Avender and Reiffen worked the boat out from the tangle of other craft while Ferris apologized to the
lakeman for being in such a hurry. "Hern needs those mussels as soon as possible," she explained.

Old Mortin brightened at the mention of mussels and tried to steer the conversation toward the best
way to make mussdl stew, but the children were biting no more than the fish. The lakeman gave alast
short wave as Avender sculled the catboat out under the iron gate at the entrance to the little harbor and
into the bright sunshine beyond. The children blinked at the sudden glare.



"I'm not sure I'm going to like that new rhymer as much as Old Mortin does,” said Reiffen. He
dropped the centerboard and un-lashed the mast from the side of the boat.

"Why not?' Ferris held her hair away from her face as the brisk wind whipped into them.
"| didn't like the way he was looking & mewhen | wasin the Great Hdll."

Ferrisfrowned. " So that's where you were when | was waiting for Avender." She brought out the gaff
and boom while Avender sculled harder to keep the catboat off the sheer cliff behind them. ™Y ou know,
if you weren't dways nicking extratreats from the kitchen you wouldn't have that problem. I'm sure
Mother Spinner was watching you, too. And my mother, and everyone dsein the hal.”

"It'snot like I'm the only one who doesit." Reiffen glanced at Avender as he hel ped Ferris unwrap the
sal. "But thiswas different. It was like the rhymer didn't care whether he caught me or not, aslong ashe
knew what | was doing. Like hewasa spy. That'swhy | asked your father who he was."

Avender recalled Redburr's recent reminder about the last attempt on Reiffen'slife. Could it be
possible thisfellow Mindrell wasworking for the king?

"l guess hejust reminded you of yourself," said Ferrisprimly.
"Youll think the same when you seehim,” said Reiffen.

The girl made no reply. They were at the bottom of the small bay formed by the Pinch, where the
Neck was joined to the eastern shore by athin rib of rock. The high ssone wallsloomed like broad
battlementsfar above. A perching gull squawked at them from a scraggly bush close to the water's edge,
then took off in aflapping of gray and white feathers out over the lake. Beneath their boat the water was
dark and deep, as deep below asthe walls above were high, with perhaps afew great pike lurking at the
bottom. Pike so big that not even the largest nokken cared to hunt them.

Ferris and Reiffen stepped the mast while Avender continued to hold the boat off the cliff with the
oars. The breeze was blowing straight down the lake from the south and he would have to paddie them
out into more open water before they could raise the sail. Asit was, they were going to have to start with
along tack toward Eastbay; even if the wind had been favorable they would never have been able to set
their course straight for theidand. At that time of year the lake was swollen with snowmelt from the
mountains, and the current toward the gorge at the west end of the Neck was the strongest it would ever
be.

When hisfriends were ready Avender brought the bow up into the wind, then switched to thetiller as
Ferrisand Reiffen hoisted the sail. The canvasfilled, and off they sailed, the cold wind stinging their faces.
Other boats and canoes speckled the lake around them.

They pulled their collarstight around their necks: the wind was colder on the water than up on the cliff
above. Winter ice still choked the western shore, where there was little sunshine in the afternoon. Loose
floes dotted the rest of thelake, chilling thewind asit scooped across the waves. But it was ill a
gorgeous day to be out in aboat, despite the cold. The water hissed and foamed beneath the bow,
cutting a sharp white wedge through the water. Above them, idands of cloud gave flying chase through
the sky. Here and there a dark smudge on the ice showed where a nokken or two had pulled themselves
out of the water to sunbathe. But in the Great Bay in front of them, where the water was shallower and
warmed more quickly by the sun, the children could race along as quickly asthey pleased, with an eye
out only for other boats and the occasiona idand.

Ferris, happy to be out on the lake instead of in the sweltering kitchen with her mother, no matter how
deliciousit smelled, decided it wastime for asong. Avender and Reiffen soon joined in.



"Wind and lake!

Sky and peak!

The breezes blow! The mast goes creak!
And we go sailing fast and sleek

From Manor Neck to Bracken Creek!

"Trout and pike!

Fin and tail!

A dozen stickles in our pail!

But fishing is of no avail

Without a boat and sweeping sail!

"Crash and boom!
Thump and roar!
The falls ahead will crab your oar!
But we can race away to shore
With sails that bring us home once more!"

They flew on dong the sde of the wind. Behind them the Neck loomed likeawall at the foot of the
lake, the gables on the Manor roof just now coming into view above the top of the stone. Past the Neck
the spray from both gorge and falsrose in athick white plume that curled up to join the clouds. Even
well out on the lake they could hear the low rumble of the plunging water despite the crack of wind and
sl.

Straight ahead, the usud traffic of farmers and fishermen crowded the town and bay, but the steedy
stream of people and wagons climbing the road to the Neck was due entirely to the feast. Beyond the
road, green fingers of meadow stretched gently up into the more darkly wooded s opes of the Low
Bavadars, the Hartrush tumbling out of the treesin atorrent of rock pools and short cascades. The pass

into Firron had been free of snow for nearly two weeks, and First Feast was going to be celebrated right
ontime.

"Ready about,” called Avender before they reached the town.

The boat siwvung round to the west, the bow turning past Thinwood and the Narrows. The children
ducked their heads to avoid the swing of the boom and shifted their seats to the opposite side. Now they
were facing the High Bavadars, where cliffs much higher than the Neck dropped sheer hundreds of feet
to theice. Smoke from Spinner's farm rose above the spout of Teapot Hill on the other side of the gorge,
but mostly the view was of jagged mountains white with ice and snow. Whitetooth stood taler than them
all, its pointed peak showing clear in the distance againg the sky.

The width of the lake stretched before them. Scattered rocks and idands dotted the dark blue surface:
Big and Little Sheep; Goosefoot; Two Eggs, the Bottle. Some were covered in cormorants and gulls,
othersin sheep and the occasional nokken. Few had trees, aswind and sheep both did their best to keep
al but the largest idands bare. And the nokken liked the idands better that way, too. Even the most agile
find gpper was awkward on land, and preferred not to have anything close by that might concedl an
enemy. Nokken Rock was one of the larger idands, with many stone ledges and flat rocks, perfect for
sunning sedls. On the west Sde asmall cliff rose above deep water, where sometimes the pups liked to
cimband dive

Asthey had hoped, the children were able to make theidand in asingle long reach from the bay. They
saled on past afew lingering fishermen and grazing sheep, the blue lake foaming behind them. The



fishermen waved asthey hauled in their nets; the sheep paid the children no attention at al. But, when
they neared the rocky idand, haf a dozen deek brown bodies suddenly surged up from the surface
around them. Sharp jets of water shot out across their bow from severd whiskered muzzles. Avender
brought the skiff into the wind at once, and Reiffen and Ferris quickly lowered the sail before they were
blown back down the lake.

"It'sthe bachdlors,” said Reiffen as he unshipped the oars. Even with the sail down, the wind was
strong enough to push them steadily northward, away from theidand and back toward the Neck. This
far west they wouldn't have to go far before being taken by the spring current. If that happened they
would have their work cut out for them to avoid being swept back to the gorge and the falls beyond.

"I wonder why they're out today?*

As she spoke, Ferrisleaned over the starboard gunwale and looked out at the closest nokken. The
sedlseyed the children in the boat carefully in turn.

"Steady, lads," barked the largest. "Hold water, there." Only their brown heads showed above the
cold surface, like dark buoys bobbing in the small waves. The children al knew perfectly well that severa
more would be sweeping back and forth in the water beneath them.

"What's going on, Icer?" asked Ferris.

"No familiarity, there, human,” barked the nokken gruffly. " State your business or move aong.
Skimmer! Hold your rank, there! Y ou want 'em to think we're abunch of egs?’

The other findappers, having recognized the children in the boat, were having alittle difficulty
maintaining their formation. One of them, abit younger than the others, had started to swim forward
when he was checked by his sergeant's command.

"Hello, Skim." Avender gave the young nokken a short wave. Skimmer nodded back enthusiasticaly.

"Backwater, trooper,” warned the sergeant. "I'll have your whiskers cut, | will, if you don't follow
orders.

Skimmer returned quickly to his position, but his nose twitched playfully al the same. It was hard for
any nokken to stay till for any length of time; and the other, older bachelors, who well knew that Icer's
bark was worse than his bite, had aso loosened up some at their posts.

Ferrislooked back at the big nokken. "What's the problem, Sergeant?' she asked solemnly, following
the sed'sformdlity.

"No swimming today, humans," Icer replied. Hislong whiskers twitched as he spoke.

"We're not here to swim. It'sway too cold for us. Were looking for Puphugger. Why are you out on
patrol 7'

"Trouble on the Rock, malam,” said the sergeant. "Rock throwing.”

"Rock throwing!" exclamed Ferris. Avender and Reiffen were equaly shocked. Rock throwing was
grictly forbidden anywhere near Nokken Rock, aswasfishing, for that matter. Too many sedls around to
chance an accident.

"Who wasit?' Avender wrapped his arms around the boom to keep the sail from flapping in the wind.

Icer'swhiskerswiggled like aheavy mustache. " Strangers,”" he replied. "Five of 'em. Cameoutina
canoe firg thing this morning and footed it around the Rock like they owned the place. When they started



throwing rocks was when Puphugger brought usin from the fishing."
"Did you teke care of them?' asked Reiffen.

"They were dready gone by thetime | had the troop mustered. Puphugger said they went off north,
toward the Manor. We didn't follow, though. Not with the pups about.”

"Good thing for them you didn't,”" said Reiffen. Nokken had been known to capsize boatsfor less. The
bachd ors especidly tended to act first, and only afterward think about what they had done.

"Whereis Puphugger, anyway?' asked Ferris.
"l can get her," barked Skimmer. "We've got your mussels for you. Three bagds™

"Watch your whiskers, there, trooper,” warned the sergeant. "Did | say you could dive down? Left
column, quick-swim forward. Hold on, you eds Watch your ranks!”

"But they're here for the mussdls, [cer!”

"That's'Sergeant’ to you, trooper.” Icer glared fiercely at the smaller nokken.

"Aw, let him go," said one of the other sedls. "There's no danger here.”

"That's Giserre's pup,” said another. "And Avender and Ferris. They're not going to be heaving rocks.”
"Let'sget back to thefishing,” said athird.

The sergeant, losing authority by the second, gave a puffing splutter. "All right then. Skim, go fetch
Puphugger. The rest of you lot go on back to your patrols. But I'll stay here to keep an eye on these
three, just in case”

With aflip and aroll and no splash at dl, the rest of the nokken disappeared. Some of them arrowed
off in dark flashes just below the surface of thelake.

"lcer?" asked Reiffen. "Do you mind if | row usalittle closer to the Rock? Those bags of mussels may
be heavy, and I'd just as soon make sure we're nowhere near the current.”

The sergeant gave his permission, so Reiffen pulled harder at the oars and started them closer to the
idand. The wind riffled the water around them. He rowed without splashing like the sedls.

"I wonder who it was came out here and bothered the pups?' asked Ferris.
"Someone who didn't know any better,” said Avender.
"Probably droversfrom Firron up for the feast," suggested Reiffen.

"I wonder what they were doing way out here? Usually they're scared to death of the water. And the
nokken. But who &se would be so mean?’

"It'salong pull for drovers." Avender eyed the distance back across the lake to town.

They were much closer to the idand when Skimmer and another nokken returned to the surface. Both
carried sacksin their mouths. Puphugger was an older sedl, amost aslarge as I cer, with asmall scar
across her |eft flipper. The fur around her ears and at the corners of her mouth was soft and gray, where
Skimmer's was bright and brown. The two nokken swam up close beside the skiff. Reiffen held the oars
clear of the water while the other two children pulled the sacks on board.

"Whew, these are heavy," said Ferris, trying not to soak herself with the dripping bag. "How do you



swim carrying one of these?'

"It'seasy," answered Skimmer, "if you know how to swim." Of course the children knew Skimmer
meant that even the best humans were clumsy as bears when it came to water.

"| thought you said there were three bags,” said Reiffen. He peered into the water to seeif therewas
another nokken on the way up toward them from the depths.

For answer Puphugger turned to the sergeant. "l cer," she ordered, "fetch the third sack." Asone of
Longback's senior wives, she commanded much greater authority than asmple sergeant. Icer rolled
forward at once and disappeared into the deep blue.

"So, Puphugger.” Reiffen held the boat steedy again with the oars. "What's this about strangers
throwing rocks? Did you see them?”

Puphugger lifted her nose alittle higher and peered at the three in the boat from ditted eyes. "'l saw
them," shereplied. "They scared the pupsright off the Rock. We haven't been able to get them back up
gnce. And it'safineday for sunning, too."

"Y ou didn't recognize them?”'

The nokken shook her head. Water rippled awvay from her neck as she moved in the lee of the skiff.
Skimmer, freed from patrol duty, sSwam up behind the stern, where Avender was happy to scratch the
dick fur at histhroat and behind hisears.

"They must have been drovers,” said Ferris, "if Puphugger didn't recognize them.”
"Wheré€'s Longback?' asked Reiffen.

"Uplake." Puphugger pointed with her muzzle past the boat toward the south. " Those trespassers
would need gills by now if held been here," she added grimly.

"Y ou can be sure well tell my father what's happened,” said Ferris. "Hell know what to do.” All three
of the children knew that relations between humans and nokken had not dways been so cordid. The
find gppers sometimes got touchy about their parts of the lake, especialy when pups were around.

Reiffen pulled something small from insde his jacket, then reached over the windward side of the boat
and offered it to Skimmer. Skimmer's whiskers quivered as he glided forward from the stern to see what
the boy held in hishand.

Avender and Ferriswere equaly suspicious, though for a different reason. "What'sthat?' Ferris asked.
Reffen only amiled.
Avender shook his head. "And you wanted meto give you some of mine," he said.

"Maple candy!" cried Skimmer delightedly as he recognized what it was Reiffen was offering. He
lunged up out of the water a oncefor thetreat. But Reiffen was too quick for him and pulled his hand
back with alaugh before the nokken could snatch the prize with hissmal, sharp teeth. Skimmer dipped
back into the water with hardly a splash; but when he resurfaced, he was eyeing Reiffen carefully, his
head half-submerged like afloating log.

"Reiffen!" scolded Ferris. ™Y ou don't have to be so mean!™”
"I'm not mean," said Reiffen with alaugh. "I'm the one giving him candy, after dl. Y ou reedy, Skim?"
The nokken nodded. Reiffen looked away for amoment, trying to fool him, then tossed the candy



quickly into the air. Skimmer never took his eyes off the boy. He was out of the water almost before the
treat was out of Reiffen's hand. The nokken snatched the candy with his mouth close to the top of itsarc,
then dove gracefully back into the water. Puphugger eyed Reiffen with suspicion.

"Don't worry," he said. "I've got somefor you, too." He pulled a second paper bag like the one he had
given Avender out from insde hisjacket.

"l can't believe you were actually complaining about the rhymer watching you," said Ferris. She shook
her head as Puphugger sivam under the boat and came back up for her treat. Puphugger was much too
old and dignified to play catch for apiece of candy. But she was not so old that she would turn the
offered dainty away. Shetook hersfrom Reiffen's open pam held close to the boat, her whiskerstickling

hisfingers.
"Y ou stole it even with him watching you?' asked Avender.

"When | saw my chance, | took it," replied Reiffen over his shoulder. Skimmer had resurfaced and
was watching the boy carefully to seeif another piece might possibly come hisway. ™Y ou'd have done
the same.”

"Sure," said Avender. "But | wouldn't have pretended | didn't have any afterward. Especidly if I'd
aready eaten someone e sg'swithout asking!"

"I'm telling you now, aren't 17" Reiffen reached into the bag and pulled out ahandful of candy. "There
are enough here for two apiece.”

Each child took one. " Someday you're going to get caught,” said Ferris, savoring the rich sweetness.
"Thenyoull redly catchit."

"| don't see you turning me down."

At that moment I cer returned with the third bag, and Reiffen gave him a piece of candy aswell. Then
Puphugger and Skimmer lined up for more, and that was the end of Reiffen's bag, because the sergeant
deserved a second piece aswell. Avender offered to open his sack, but Reiffen stopped him before he
could even get it out of his pocket.

"Dont giveit dl awvay," Reiffen said in alow voice as the nokken gulped down their sweets. Teeth
made for feasting on fish were far less suited to chewing hunks of sugar. "Well want yoursfor later.”

Ferris handed Hern's bag over the side to Puphugger. She and I cer tickled their whiskers with their
pink tongues at the Sght of so much salt. The canvas bag had been oiled to make it watertight, so
Puphugger could carry it off to wherever the nokken had their hidden rookery. There was even aloop on
the end that allowed her to carry the bag over her neck, leaving her mouth free.

On another day the children would have lingered at Nokken Rock. They might have gone fishing with
Skimmer, or taken him sailing. But Hern wanted them back as soon as possible and the stew would
never beright if the musselsweren't apart of it, so they raised the sail again and were swept home on the
front of the bracing breeze. Skimmer played legpfrog with the waves as the boat surged down the lake,
but the catboat's fastest pace was nothing to how fast anokken could swim. He especidly liked diving
back and forth over the bowsjust in front of the mast.

Crash and boom!

Thump and roar!

The falls ahead will grab your oar!
But we can race away to shore



With sails that bring us home once more!

They werelittle more than hafway home when Skimmer dove off into the dark blue lake and found
something eseto catch hisinterest. A school of brown darters, perhaps, or asmadlish pike. The children
sailed on without him. Ferris had the tiller now, and the water bubbled swiftly asthey raced along with
the wind. Avender and Reiffen were ready to catch the sail when she brought the boat sharply about just
outsde the entrance to the little harbor. Reiffen gathered the drooping canvas while Avender unhooked
the boom and unstepped the mast. Their momentum and the last of the wind carried them into the cove;
then Reiffen sculled the last few yards back through the entrance to the cave. The bright blue daylight
faded behind them.

"Good wind out there, en?' said Old Mortin, il in hischair. Smoke curled up from his pipeto the
cdling.
"It wasagood run al the way home," said Ferris, her cheeks till bright from sun and wind.

"Got the mussls, do you?' Old Mortin peered hungrily into the bottom of the boat as they brought it
into the dock.

"Threebagsl" Avender held up two in his hands, knowing old Mortin would be able to see them better
that way.

"Mmm-mmm. | cantasteit aready."

"Y ou haven't seen any strangers pass through today, have you?' Reiffen dipped the boat's painter over
acleat on the wooden dock and cinched it tight.

"How'sthat?' Old Mortin'sface wrinkled as hetried to follow what Avender was saying. " Strangers?”
" Someone was throwing rocks on Nokken Rock thismorning,” explained Ferris.

Old Mortin scowled and puffed hard on his pipe. "Throwing rocks!" he repeated. "We can't have any
of that!"

"Exactly," Ferriswent on. "lcer was out with a patrol. Puphugger saw them, but she didn't know who
it was. That'swhy we're wondering if you saw any strangers.”

Old Mortin rubbed hiswrinkled chin. "No. No strangers. Mindrell's no stranger.”

The children looked at one another suspicioudy. For the second time that afternoon Avender
remembered the attempt on Reiffen'slife.

"Mindrell?" asked Ferris. "Was anyone with him?”

Old Mortin rubbed his chin asecond time. "Come to think of it, he had two or three fellows along with
him in the canoe. Rough-looking lot, they were. If there was any rock throwing, it would be them doing
it, not him. A finelad, Mindrell," the lakeman added. "Why, I've shared aglasswith him, | have."

"They must bethe ones,” said Ferristo her friends.

"We should tell your father." Reiffen wasn't at dl sad to have a convincing reason for his didike of the
bard.

Avender agreed. "Hell be the one who'll haveto fix it if therestrouble.”
The old lakeman went on, as the children finished stowing the catboat's gear, about how the men with



Mindrell had been an untrustworthy-looking lot, and how he never would have alowed them past had
they not been with the rhymer. " Sneeks," he said, hisindignation rising the longer hetalked. "Thelot of
‘em. | knew it soon as| saw 'em. Tell Berrd | say throw 'em in the lake. That's better than rock throwers
deserve, if you ask me.”

He shook his head firmly and knocked the bowl of his pipe clean on the sde of hischair.
"WEell do that," said Ferris as sherdlit the lamp and led her friendsto the stair. "See you at the feast.”

It was dways along climb back to the Manor, much longer than the trip down. Thistime Ferriss
shadow trudged rather than danced beside her in the flicker of the lamp. The mussdls clinked loudly with
every step, and the sacks grew heavier asthey went up, despite the fact that they dripped water dl the
way from the bottom to the top of the stair. Ferriswas dragging her bag behind her by the time they
finaly reached the kitchen.

"Thank you, dears." Hern gave her daughter aquick kiss as shetook Ferriss bag and lifted it up onto
the tabletop. Preparations for the evening must be going well, judging from her mood. “"Now go on, the
three of you. You'l just bein the way here and the sty's dll fixed. Maybe Nolo or Berrel can make further
use of you, because | can't.”

They found Berrel in the Great Hall supervising the placement of candles on the chanddliers, both of
which had been lowered to the floor for the task. They were massive old whedls of wood, black with age
and the soot from long years of illumination. Each held ahundred tapers on its various spokes and rings,
and three strong men were required on the ropes to raise and lower them. Just lighting the candleswas a
big job, but twice ayear Hern ingsted on fresh white tapers being set into dl the holders. That wasthe
real chore.

Berrel shook Ferris off thefirst time she tried to get his attention. But when he saw that neither she nor
her friends were going to leave him aone until he noticed them, hefindly turned around.

"Dont forget those last five in the middle there," he reminded the workmen. Then, to the children, "All
right. Tell mewhat you haveto say. But be quick. I'm busy here."

"Someone's been bothering the nokken at the Rock,” said Ferris.

"Bothering the nokken? | know all about that." Berrel turned back to watch Toby Thwarting duck
carefully under the second ring of lights and place acandlein the middle. "Mindrell told me thismorning
he thought he might have annoyed them. | hoped they would have settled down by now. | suppose Il
have to make avist out there mysdf tomorrow. Did you get agood lot of mussels from Longback?!

"We got three bags," said Reiffen. "But we didn't see Longback. Just Puphugger and I cer.”
"lcer had the patrol out guarding the Rock,” explained Ferris. "That's how bothered they are.”

"He did? The patrol? Well, maybe the pups were out. Y ou know how nervous nokken get when the
pups first come out in the spring. Just aslong asthey didn't try drowning anyone. Easy there, Toby.
Y ou're going to knock those ones on the right al off-kilter, and then well have to do them dl over again.”

"| told you we should have donethislot first,” grumbled Toby.

"Sir." Reiffen politely caught Berrel's attention once more. " According to | cer, they were throwing
rocks."

"What's that? Throwing rocks?' The steward turned back to the children.
"The rhymer didn't tell you that, did he, Father?' said Ferris.



"No, hedidn't." Berrel frowned. "We can't have that, now. Still, I don't suppose he knew any better.
He said held never seen anokken and didn't want to missthe chance. But I'll speak to him dl the same
next time | see him. We can't have rock throwing. Longback and hisfolk are skittish enough by nature. It
won't help to rouse them more. Mindrell's lucky he didn't get himsdlf drowned.”

The steward returned to the chanddiers, leaving the children freeto look around. The hal wasfilled
with people making ready for the evening. One group was setting up two rows of plank tables down the
center of the room, with benches on either sde. They had to work around the chanddliers until they were
raised again, and were aready quarreling with Toby in an effort to make him hurry up. A second crew,
with Nolo in charge, was decorating the walls with garlands of freshly cut pine boughs, while under the
bal cony anumber of thelocal farmwives were setting up tables. The cooking had been fierce for most of
the week, and now the tables groaned beneath heavy platters of pies and tarts and, of course, Enna
Spinner's famous maple candy. At the Sght of Ferriswith her hands empty, severd of the women caled
her over to help. But Reiffen and Avender they wouldn't trust anywhere near the food.

Mother Spinner gave both boys a sharp look as soon as she saw them. Indeed, had they thought they
could manage it, they would both have taken another try at the smal brown parcels she was laying out on
the table before her. But, now she had noticed them, she wasn't about to et either of them out of her
sght. She pointed them out to everyone around her, and then there was no chance for either boy to stage
any sort of raid, no matter how stedlthy.

They were on their way out of the hall when Reiffen nudged Avender and nodded back in Mother
Spinner'sdirection. "That'shim,” hesaidin alow voice. "That's Mindrdll."

A tall, broad-shouldered man, who looked more like afamous captain than abard, was chatting with
the farmwife. He wore alute strapped across his back instead of a sword, and struck up a conversation
with the easy familiarity of someone used to making friends wherever he went.

"Look at that." Reiffen frowned in disgpprova asthe bard said something to the old farmwife that
made her blush likeamaid of sixteen. Gladly Mindrell ate the candy she offered him in return. "Hethinks
he'sthe cock of thewalk."

"Nolo seemsto like him, t0o0," said Avender.

The Dwarf had left off hanging branches and hurried forward to greet the bard as soon as he saw him.
They left Mother Spinner ill giggling at some saly of Mindrdl's; then the Dwarf guided thetall man off to
where the evening's casks of beer and wine were set out beneath the gallery. Nolo tapped one barrel on
the sde with athick finger and made agreat show of pointing out to his new friend that thiswasthe
particular malt they should concentrate upon that evening.

"He doesn't seem to be watching you now," said Avender, who, after seeing the bard joke easily with
everyone around him, had concluded Mindrdll couldn't possibly be amurderer.

"Hmm?" Reiffen wastoo busy studying his new enemy to be paying attention to hisfriend.
"Mindrel. Y ou said you thought he was watching you before.”

"Wdll, hewas. | guess he has better things to do now."

"Maybe it was your guilty conscience.”

"That'swhat Ferriswould say. But who wasit gave al his candy away to the nokken?' Reiffen
dismissed the ideathat he might feel guilty about anything without another thought. ™Y ou're the one who's
the greedy hoarder.”



"Y ou know I'm going to sharethem,” said Avender. "Just asyou findly got around to sharing yours.
But that doesn't mean in the meantime | won't tease you the same way you teased Skim."

Reiffen grinned. They were very different, the two boys, but they had spent too much time growing up
together not to be also very much the same. They watched as Mindrell charmed a second sweet out of
Enna Spinner, who had never been known, by either boy at least, for her generosity. They Ieft the hall
feding very virtuous about their own filching. "At least we're honest thieves,” Reiffen said with a scowl.
"We don't pretend friendship when dl wereredly interested in is sweets.”

Avender agreed.

They wandered out of the Manor and into the orchard, hardly noticing the blossoms whose scent
Redburr had found so pleasant earlier in the day. Eventually they found themsalves on the path that led to
Gisarre's Tear. The constant thunder of the gorge and the falls beyond grew loud. Once they had both
lived in the Tear with Reiffen's mother, after Avender's mother had died and before they had even
become friends. But in the last few years they had shared aroom of their own in the attic, one stairwell
removed from the bear's. Nolo had built the Tear by himsdf, in Dwarven fashion, and the stone path that
led down to it above the ravine, thefirst year he had cometo Vaing. The year both Reiffen and Avender
had been born, and both their fathers died. Annelough, the Dwarf had caled it: the Loud Place. But
everyonein the Manor had taken to calling it the Tear because of the way the mist from the fals beaded
on thewindows, then ran down in long streaks againgt the glass.

They stopped at the entrance at the edge of the cliff. The Tear was hidden below, wrapped in twisting
mist. Only the covered stone bridge that led from the stair to the hanging tower appeared now and again
through the swirling clouds. Gulls coasted on the back of the wind above, soaring up and out of the
narrow chasm. On the far sde athick fir wood rose up toward the low top of Teapot Hill.

"Redburr said you might leave soon,” said Avender.

Reiffen watched the birds ride the wind. "Mother's been talking about it alot. And she's had letters
from Mamoret, too. More than usud..”

"It won't be the same here, if you go."
"l haveto. You know that. Mother and | are only guestsin VVaing. We belong in Mamoret."

Avender peered higher up into the sky and saw afish hawk soar out toward the |ake over the dark
greentrees.

"Has she said when you're going to leave?' he asked.
Reiffen shook hishead. "Not yet. But | don't think well wait till summer.”

Avender said nothing more. He wasn't oneto ask for favors. What did he know of what mother and
son had planned, or of what princes they would take counsel from aong the way? Avender's parents had
been heir to neither thrones nor titles. His home was herein Vaing, with the lake and the mountains and
the sky. Mamoret wasfor Reiffen.

Then Reffen sad, "1 think if you ask her, my mother will let you come."

Avender's spirits rose. He turned to hisfriend. "Really? That's what Redburr said. But he thinks Hern
might not likeit."

"Hern knowslittle of theworld beyond VVding," said Reiffen.
Then he added, "At least that's what Mother says. She says Hern's afraid of what might happen should



| come under my uncléshand.”
"I'd be worried, too. | even thought for a minute he might have sent that Mindrell to get you."

"The bard?' Reiffen looked at hisfriend in surprise. "Did you see the way he was playing up to those
old women? Old Mortin's scarier than heis."

Avender shrugged. "I only thought it for aminute. I guessit wasin my mind because Redburr was
talking about those murderers King Brannis sent, while | was grooming him."

"Redburr saystheolder | get, theless safeit isfor me anywhere” As Reiffen spoke, the fish hawk
dropped like astone toward the lake and disappeared behind the Neck. "I can't stay in Vding forever.”

Avender heard the rdluctance in Reiffen'svoice. He knew hisfriend loved Vaing every bit asmuch as
he did. Despite hislineage, Reiffen had known no other home. Together they had explored every nook
and cranny of the great house, and most of the caves and tunnels beneath aswell. They had climbed all
the nearer hills, and sailed the entire length and breadth of the lake from Sothend to the Neck. But from
his mother Reiffen knew of other things. His uncle sat king on the thrones of Rimwich and Mamoret, but
only in Reiffen did the blood of both lines flow. Reiffen knew hisduty lay in the lands of his parents birth.

"Comeon," hesad, taking Avender by the arm. "WEell go ask my mother if you can come with us.
That way welll have dl spring to persuade Hern to let you go. And maybe Ferris can come, too."

But they didn't find Giserre in the Tear. The princess was gtill making bedsin the Manor. By thetime
they did find her the feast had already begun. And in al the excitement that followed they never did
remember to ask her about Avender going with them to Mamoret.

3
The Feast

Beyond the West, beyond the night;
Beyond the waning of the light;

Beyond Keeadin's fearsome waste,
Where eagles flee and wolves are chased;
Beyond the grip of Ossdonc's hold;
Beyond the grasp of greed and gold . . ."

By thetime Mindrell stepped up to Sing, the feast was nearly over. Plates and platters littered the floor;
even the dogswere full. Dennol Longbay was done juggling milk stoolsand Sdly Vede had shyly sung
"The Shepherd's Dawning." Even Letty Seedbuck had dared ajig with Tinnet Bullberry while the crowd
clapped and cheered them on. Now no one had eyesfor anything but Mindrell. They clutched their
half-eaten dices of ham and empty bowls of mussd stew, and listened intently to his song.

Lutein hand, he jumped onto one of the long tablesthat filled the room. Smiling a the maidens and
winking at the young men, he was a handsome sight in his bright green jacket and festhered cap. He
garted with apair of well-known ballads to warm them up, "The King's Feasting” and "Widow's
Lament,” striding up and down the table as he sang. The Vaings grabbed their plates and bowls as he
stalked the board before them, his boots thumping on the wooden planks. Then he began atune no one



had heard before. A new song, he said, one he claimed they were snging more and morein the forest of
the north. His audience listened rapt to histae of the time, not so long ago, when Wayland and Banking
had been at war and Mennon had found the Dwarves at the bottom of the world.

"...And so the Wizard turned aside,
Not knowing that the mountains hide
The bones of earth, and all inside. . ."

At the mention of Wizards, every child sitting in the bal cony fdlt athrill of fear. Atty Peekswould have
dropped his plate on the merchants below if Ferris hadn't caught it. Ussals, Ossdonc, and Fornoch:
whenever aVding farmwife wished to frighten her unruly children into silence, dl she needed to do was
mention one of the Three, or their fortressin the north. Even Reiffen and Avender, who had more reason

than mogt to hate the Wizards, were enthralled.

"... For down within the caverns blind
The mansions of the Dwarves are mined;
The lamps of Uhle glow undefined
From deep within cut hearts of stone. .."

Never in theair lives had they heard such arhymer. Mindrell seemed to live the different partsas he
sang: pretending to draw Cuhurran's bow as mightily as Cuhurran himsdlf; faling backward with aloud
cry as Mennon was struck by the Wizard's shot. The bard waved hisarmsin the air before him and al
who watched saw the broad river flowing southward far to the west, Mennon swirling initsgrip. And
when Mindrell turned from Mennon to the Dwarves, he crouched and peered around the hal asif he
were trapped in darkness beneath miles and miles of stone.

". .. And with him went a single friend
With extra hands and eyes to bend
The unknown darkness to their will;
To find the path to what might fill
The emptiness within Uhle's thought;
The light imagined, but uncaught.
For Nolo had learned much in craft
Beside the forge of Uhle. . ."

"That'syou, that is." Old Mortin dapped the Dwarf sociably on the shoulder. Wincing, the lakeman
rubbed his stinging hand. Redburr, who was sprawled on the floor nearby, growled. The dogs around
him pricked up their ears. Abashed, the lakeman wrung his sore fingers. Nolo's beard wagged as he tried
to hold hislaughter in check.

Mindredll paid them no attention. He placed his foot between an empty gravy dish and three apple
cores, and stepped on along the table without missing a measure of his song.

"... Then Bryddin nursed the wounded proof
That rock and stone were more than roof.
And more than stars and moon they learned
From Mennon, when his strength returned.
Cuhurran, known as Ossdonc's guise,

And Fornoch, shown in Martis' lies,
Were to their brother forced to run



When first the Bryddin reached the sun.
And even Usseis's spells,
Full magickedfrom the coldest hells,

Will never quell the Dwarven might,
Now risen with the sun so bright
Above where even bats take flight;
Above the never-ending height;
Beyond the west, beyond the night;
Beyond the waking of the light."

There was amoment of quiet as Mindrell finished, followed quickly by agreat roar of gpprova. The
children whooped; the dogs barked and howled. Many guests thumped their mugs and bowls against the
table. Even thefiresin the twin hearths at either end of thelong hall seemed to lesp up in appreciation.
Nolo banged his mug enthusiagticaly dong with everyone else, only heforgot himsdf and smashed it into
ahundred pieces on the second or third knock. He glanced around sheepishly, his deep-set eyes darting
from side to side beneath his shaggy brows. But no one noticed his clumsiness, so he hid the handle
insgde his jacket pocket and turned to clapping instead.

Mindrell accepted his accolades, grinning enormoudly, then swept off his hat and bowed deeply to al
four corners of theroom. A cry went up for another song, but Mindrell knew how best to leave his
audience. With alast bow he legpt nimbly to the floor, where he was swept up in aflood of
congratulations. Old Mortin was thefirg to press afresh glassinto the bard's hand, amost teary in his
gpologiesfor hisinterruption.

"A grand tune, Mindrell. A grand one, mind you." He wiped ablurry eye as he pumped the bard's
hand thoroughly in hisown.

Up on the balcony with the other children, Reiffen, Ferris, and Avender agreed it had been afine song,
asgood as any they'd ever heard. "1 guess you don't think so badly of him now, do you?' said Ferristo
Reiffen. Her eyes shone with delight, she had liked the song so much.

But Reiffen frowned the moment Ferris reminded him of his suspicions. "He threw rocks at the
nokken," he said with ascowl, "and that means there's something wrong with him. How well hesings
doesn't matter."

"We don't know he's the one who threw therocks," inssted Ferris. "It could have been one of the men
he waswith. For dl we know Mindrell tried to stop them.”

"Y ou should have asked him that this afternoon when he was so busy helping you decorate the tables."
Ferrisflushed. "Who told you that?'
"We heard Min Spinner telling Hern," said Avender.

"Well, it wasn't like | asked him to help me." Ferrisflushed pink and looked down through her feet a
the busy floor below. "He came over himsdf. And he helped everyone, which is more than either of you
did."

With no hope of another song from the bard, the party began to thin. Berrel and Hern went off, leaving
the cleanup for the next day. The few revelers who remained gathered in smal knots among the empty
tables. In the morning most of them would be found sprawled across the benches or dumbering on the
floor. Redburr had dready stretched hislarge, furry bulk out in front of the fire, adozen dogs fast adeep



around him, but Nolo was il drinking steadily with Old Mortin, Mindrell, and afew others.

"Look." Reiffen nodded toward the smal company around the Dwarf. "That Mindrdll's so full of
himsdf he thinks he can match cups with Nolo."

Ferrisfrowned. "In case you didn't notice," she said, "he's not drinking as much asthe rest of them.”

Reiffen’'s scowl changed to agrin. "Redly? | hadn't noticed. But then | guess | haven't been watching
him dosdy enough.”

Ferriss eyes narrowed dangeroudy, and Avender jumped in before she had the chanceto riseto
Reffen'steasing. "Let'sgo seeif any of Mother Spinner's candy'sleft," he suggested. Y awning mightily,
he stretched his arms up toward the chanddliers.

Ferris pursed her lipstightly but said nothing. Reiffen, however, had aready looked into the matter.
"They weredl gonealong time ago,” hesad. "Are any of yours|eft?'

Avender patted his pocket. Paper crinkled within. "Thelast three.”
"Areyou going to share them out?"

"Not now, please," Ferrisbroke in with ayawn of her own. "I'mtoo tired. And I'm filled to the gills.
We should save them for tomorrow."

The boys agreed. With no room |eft for further eating, it was not long before they reluctantly decided
the evening wasfinally over. They picked their way over the other children snoring contentedly on the
floor and parted company in the hallway beyond. Ferris went straight back to the apartment she shared
with her parents, but the boys were not quite ready to retire, and decided to take alast stroll outside.
They went out onto the Neck through the passage at the end of the Great Hall and soon found
themsalveswalking in the orchard. The afternoon's wind had died away and the air seemed warmer
despite the nighttime chill. Around them the treesloomed like shadows in the darkness, the branches
deeved in deeping blossoms. Soon they came out on the other side of the low wood and stood upon the
samerock Redburr had sunned himsdlf that morning. It was agood place, with asplendid view of the
lake below in the daytime and the stars above at night. The Bear and the Hawk sparkled over the
rounded tops of Baldun and the Shoulder. The moon had not yet risen, and the starlight was bright in the
clear mountain air except for athick line of cloud moving up from the south.

"Who do you think that is out there?' Reiffen pointed toward asmal light that glimmered acrossthe
water.

"Some shepherd.” Avender felt sorry for anyone who might have had to missthe evening's celebration
to tend asickly sheep.

"Looks likeit'son Nokken Rock."
"It does."

"If I hadn't just seen Mindrell with my own eyes, I'd swear he was out there bothering Skim and | cer
agan."

"Wdl, heisnt."

For awhile they talked again about leaving Vaing and of what they hoped to see and do in the world
beyond. They both liked the idea of traveling together to Mamoret far more than the thought of Reiffen
going by himsdlf. Someday they might have to part, but the longer they put that day off, the better they
would likeit. Without hats or jackets, they soon grew cold and decided it wastimeto go insde.



They werejust starting up the stair to their room when Mindrell appeared on the landing above. Both
boys stood aside to allow the bard to pass. Instead, he stopped and spoke to them.

"l seemto belogt," he said pleasantly. "Maybe one of you would like to guide me."
"Where are you going?"' asked Avender.

"To thelower dock. Mortin and the Dwarf asked me to meet them there for anightcap.” Mindrell
leaned lightly againgt thewall as he spoke, hislute dung over his shoulder.

"The entranceto the cdlarsisin the kitchen." Reiffen nodded back toward the front of the house.
"Thisway?' Mindrell pointed toward the wal behind the boys, seeming to miss Reiffen’'s gesture.
"No. That way." Reiffen pointed plainly in the other direction.

" redlly think | need aguide." The bard hiccoughed and looked brightly at both boys. "Evenif | make
it to the kitchen, | have no ideawhereto go once 'minthecdlars.”

"I'll takeyou," offered Avender.
"WEell both go," said Reiffen.

They led the bard back through the Manor. The halways were slent now. Almost everyone not ill in
the Great Hall had gone to bed, though they did pass Wick Woolson holding handswith Min Spinner ina
dark corner. The bard tipped his hat to them, which made Min turn her face toward Wick in
embarrassment. Wick scowled at al three of them as they went by, hisarm protectively around his
sweetheart's shoulder.

"You ladsll betherein afew moreyears,” laughed Mindrell after they had passed on. Hisdark eyes
danced, apair of darting cods. Reiffen frowned like Wick and quickened his pace, but Avender
pretended he hadn't heard. Mindrell laughed again, aready laugh full of much good humor. "Come now,"
he continued. "1 know at least one of you likesthelass| saw you with dl evening. Or isit both?"

Histeasing felt ridiculousto the boys. He seemed like less the great bard because of it, and morelikea
leering mule driver encountered on the road. They hastened on to the kitchen. Stacks of dirty crockery
towered around the room. A cat sniffing at the last of the mussel stew arched its back asthey appeared
and strutted away in disdain.

"After you," said the bard. He held the door to the cellars open as they passed, then followed behind.
At the bottom of the stepsasingle pinetorch lit the hall beyond, leaving the rest of the passagein gloom.
Most of the doors on either side were closed and locked; Hern trusted no onein her cdllars, whether
there were strangers about or not. So both Avender and Reiffen were surprised when two men stepped
out of an open doorway ahead of them and into their path. One had a bottle of Southy in his hand, looted
no doubt from the room he had just | &ft. The other was picking his nailswith along, sharp knife. There
had been many guests at the feast that evening, and neither Reiffen nor Avender recognized either man.

The one with the knife frowned when he saw the boys and said, "' thought you said there was only
one, harper?"

Alarmed by the fdlow's knife and manner, Avender and Reiffen swung quickly around. Another man
had come up out of the darkness behind them to stand beside the bard. Before either boy could do a
thing, Mindrell grabbed Avender around the chest and held him tightly. The blade of along, thin knife,
nagtier looking than the first man's, lay coldly along Avender's neck. All the boy's suspicions about
Mindrdl working for King Brannis came flooding back in awave of certainty.



Reiffen started forward to help hisfriend, but the first two men grabbed him at once. Then Mindrell's
words froze both boys.

"Comedong quietly,” hetold them, his good humor vanished. "Otherwise I'll kill thisone."
"But Mindrell," repeated the man with the knife. Y ou said there was only going to be one.”

"Shut up, Boney," snapped the bard. He pushed Avender roughly forward. "It'll be easier thisway.
The other will be much more cooperative if he knows hisfriend'sin danger.”

Both boys trembled with fear. The knife felt thin and hard against Avender's throat. He wondered why
Mindrel didn't asmply kill them both at once and make his escape. Cautioudy the bandits pushed their
captives down the passage. Boney led the way. He was athin, dirty man, with anose dmost aslong as
hisfingers. The nose preceded his face as he checked around every corner and moved rodent-like from
shadow to shadow. Once they heard a snatch of song from a storeroom close by. Apparently Boney and
his friend weren't the only onesto successfully raid the cellarsthat night. Avender's hopes legpt at the
thought that it might be Nolo or Redburr rummaging through the bottles and casks, but neither he nor
Reiffen dared cry out. The sngerswere |eft behind.

They cameto the air that led down to the dock. Mindrell took his knife from Avender's neck and
pushed both his captives roughly down the dark steps. They stumbled forward and caught themselves on
the hard stone walls. There was less hope for escape on that narrow way than there had been in the
cdlars above, knife or no. Boney again led the way with the other two villains behind. Mindrell kept to
the middle with the lamp and his prisoners.

"Y ou take care of the guard?' asked one of the other men.
"He'ssnoring in hiscupsinthe hal,” said the bard.

They moved quickly, now that Mindrell no longer feared any sudden surprises, their feet dipping
swiftly down the stairs. Asthey came out into the dim dampness of the wooden dock, smal waves
echoed across the stone. The only light was the one they had carried down the stairs themselves. The exit
to the lake was as black as the water beneath the rocking boats.

Mindrell snapped out orders. "Boney, guard the stair. Y ou two find some rope. WEl need to tie them
up whilewerein the canoes.”

Boney's companion tossed his empty bottle into the dark water and followed his mate down among
the boats. The hollow splash boomed off the glistening roof and walls.

"Where are you taking us?' demanded Reiffen, setting himself stubbornly in front of Mindrell.
"You'l find out soon enough,” laughed the bard crudly. Y our Mgesty.”

Somehow Mindrell had known which insult would anger Reiffen the most, the one the other children
had learned to taunt him with when he was young. Reiffen's face turned black asthe water.

Rope was quickly found, and Avender and Reiffen were taken down to the wooden dock, where their
armswere bound tightly at their sdes. Then Mindrell climbed back up onto the quay to raise the gate that
covered the opening to the lake. While he did o, the two bandits till on the dock unfastened apair of
canoes from their moorings. Theiron chain clanked loudly in the darkness as the gate lifted. Water
dripped from the bars.

They loaded the boys roughly into the middle of the two canoes, making them lie on the bottom
beneath the thwarts. Then the smdll craft rolled in the water as the bandits climbed in before and behind,
Boney and Mindrdll with Reiffen and the other two with Avender. Boney moved about carefully in the



bow of hiscanoe, not sure of himsdlf at al. But the other three bandits al seemed familiar with the
awkward craft, and handled their paddies with a certain degree of skill. Both boats dipped silently out
onto the wide waters of the lake, the paddle shafts knocking softly on the gunwales.

Outsde, the night was as dark as the cave, but Avender could still fed the air open up around him. A
little farther, and he saw the silhouette of the Neck rise up against the lighter darkness of the sky. To the
south the stars lay concedled behind heavy thickets of growing cloud. There was still no wind and they
made good time despite Boney, who paddled so poorly that Mindrell twice told him to stop before
Reiffen was soaked with his splashing.

"And Mennon sank beneath the play
Of noise and night and cold and spray."

Mindrdl laughed softly as he repeated the lines from his song. In the bottom of the other boat Avender
lay listening to the cold gargle of the water, hisfear growing with every stroke. Theregular dide, dide of
the canoes, usualy so soothing, especidly on asummer evening when the gilded water was as dlill asa
sheet of glass, now became an ominousiirritation. He wondered when Redburr and Berrel would redize
he and Reiffen were gone. In the morning, perhaps, when they failed to show up to help with the cleanup.
But not before.

Futilely Avender struggled to loosen hisbonds; there was no givein theropesat dl. He was certain he
knew what had happened. King Brannis had sent Mindrell to kidnap Reiffen and digpose of him in some
way that would leave his disgppearance amystery forever. At any moment they would both be rolled out
of the canoesinto the water. First to drown, and then to have dl trace of their drowning washed through
the gorge and over thefalsto theriver below. Avender was just unlucky enough to have been with
Reiffen at the time he was taken. Fearful and cold, Avender lay in the bottom of his canoe and watched
the sky pass over his head, the clouds cregping northward behind him.

But the canoes kept on straight uplake without pause. Eventualy Avender began to understand
Mindrell was going well out of hisway if al hewanted to do was drown them. The current wasfar off to
their right and, if they were thrown into the water, their bodies would probably be found well before they
were swept over the fdls. Perhaps drowning wasn't going to be their fate. But what else could King
Branniswant with them? Did he want to take Reiffen dive? And even if he did, what would the bandits
do with Avender?

Then Boney spoke. Out on the lake his voice traveled easily; Avender heard him plainly at the bottom
of the other canoe.

"Theresthelight,” hesaid. "Lookslike Ikeain't let us down."

"Kegp your mouth shut,” whispered Mindrell. ™Y ou have no ideahow clearly sound travels over
water."

"If sailors was what you wanted, you should've hired sailors," muttered Boney.

Evidently they were going to one of theidands. In the dark, Avender had no ideawhich one. At
Boney's mention of alight, though, he remembered the unknown glimmer they had seen from the top of
the Neck and wondered still if it had come from Nokken Rock, as they had supposed.

They paddied on for afew more minutes. Avender grew stiffer and more cold. Then hefdt the bottom
of the canoe grind roughly against agravel beach asthey were run ashore at their destination. Above him
Mindrell'sface came suddenly into view in aflickering light.



"All right." The bard'sfeet made a pair of soft gplashes as he stepped into the water from the canoe.
"Bring these two ashore.”

Rough hands hel ped them out. A fifth bandit stood on the stony beach, a sputtering torch in his hand.
There was splashing dl around as the thieves ssomped about in the shalow water with their captives, then
dragged the boats farther up onto the rocky shore. The lake wasicy cold where it poured in through the
boys boots. They looked around, trying to piece together where they were. But the idand looked like
any other in the dim torchlight. Beyond the meager glow al was blackness. Even the outline of the
mountainswas hidden in the cloudy night.

Mindrell took the torch from the newcomer and held it close above the captives faces. Avender
wondered how many more bandits were hiding on theidand.

"Ike, you and Boney take thisoneto thefire." Mindrell pointed to Reiffen. "Tipps, you and Hurl take
the other to the cliff we saw this morning. We won't be needing him anymore to keep His Mgesty quiet.
Y ou know what to do."

The one caled Hurl brokeinto arude grin. Tippswiped his mouth with the back of his deeve and
looked asif he would have enjoyed another swig from his bottle.

Avender turned a once and kicked Tipps, who was closest to him, in the knee. A second well-aimed
kick knocked the one called Hurl to the ground. But, just as Avender was about to try and run off into
the darkness, Mindrell stepped forward and struck him hard across the head with historch. The wood
broke, sparks flying. Avender pitched forward on the ground, fresh lights starting before his eyes. He lay
moaning on the stony beach, trying to remember how to see. Cold pebbles ground against his cheek.
Dimly hewas aware of hands gripping him by either arm and heaving him back to hisfeet. They led him,
stumbling, through afield of rocks. More than once he banged his knees and shins, but there was no
chanceto rest and clear hishead. In what seemed like amoment he found himsdlf stlanding done at the
edge of another blackness. He sniffed once, and smelled the water below. Behind him someone gave a
mocking laugh. Then apair of hands gave him ahard shove and he toppled forward.

He hit the water with aloud splash. With hisarmstied herolled gently over and over as he continued
to sink, bewildered by the blow to his head and the sudden shock of the cold water. He had no idea
which way was up and which was down. Hewas lill trying to figure that out when the cold finally got to
him. The black water closed fast around him and hisworld became blacker ill.

4
| nside the Rookery

It wasthe smell that made Avender redize he was dive. Water and wet fur and old, dimy fish: they were
too red to be part of any dream. His nose twitched and hetried to rub it with hishand, only to find he
couldn't move hisarms. Fear gripped him; for amoment he thought he was till drowning. Then he
redlized he was bregthing, or he would never have been able to smdll athing, and calmed down.

He opened hiseyes, but it wasjust the same asif he had kept them closed. With ashock he
remembered what had happened and the ropestied tightly around his arms. Where was he? What had
Mindrell done with Reiffen? Hisleaping thoughts were interrupted by afit of bitter retching. When he was
done he lay shivering weakly on the cold stone floor. But at least he was dive, which was not what he



had expected after being dropped into the dark and icy lake. Were it not for the musky warmth of the
dank air around him he would have been freezing.

Cautioudy hetried to Sit up, and cracked his skull on the ceiling. Groaning, he lay back down. He had
no ideawhere he was. The smdll of water was everywhere, dong with the flavor of fish and fur, and the
tang of wet stone. He wondered if he was back at the lower dock, but that wouldn't explain the fur. And,
if someone had fished him out onto the wharf in Eastbay, then why the stony celling? He must bein some
kind of cave.

Quietly he listened to the darkness around him and realized he was not alone. He heard people
bresthing—if they were people. The smdll of fur remained very strong. And there was something about
the snorts and coughs that went with the breathing that made him think of deeper chests and longer
snouts than humans possessed. It dmost sounded like he wasin abarn.

Findly he guessed where he was.

"Skimmer?' he called out softly in the darkness.

"Herel am, Avender."

Something shuffled nearby, and he felt the tickling touch of the nokken'swhiskers againgt his cheek.
"Skimmer," hewhigpered, "wheream 17"

"In therookery." Skimmer's voice echoed wetly in Avender's ear. "Those piratestried to kill you."

For thefirst time Avender noticed his head ached in two separate places. One from Mindrell and the
other, less painful, from trying to St up amoment ago.

"What about Reiffen?’ he asked.

"| didn't see Reiffen,” answered Skimmer. "Was hethere?"
"Yes," whispered the boy.

"l didn't hear any other splashes. Only you."

"Mindrell took him. We haveto rescue him.”
"Who'sMindrd|?'

A fresh wave of dizziness washed over Avender as hetried to speak. Hefdlt like he was going to beiill
again and took a couple of deep breaths.

"A bard," he gasped weakly, asthe fedling passed. A drop of water trickled from hiswet hair into his
eye, making him blink as hetried to clear it. He wished his hands were free to rub hisface and sore head.
"Y ou don't have something | could cut these ropeswith, do you?'

Much to his surprise, the boy heard Skimmer shuffle off. He hadn't redly expected the nokken to have
anything sharp in the cave. Around him other nokken grunted and snuffled in the darkness.

"How 'bout this?" asked Skimmer when he returned. He sounded asif he had something in his mouth.
"What isit?'

"A knife." Skimmer dropped it with aclatter on the stone close by. One of the nearer nokken shifted
noigly at the sound.



"Whereld you get aknife?' whispered Avender.
"From the bottom of the lake." Skimmer's voice rippled like water when he whispered back.
"Youll haveto pick it up again. | can't find it."

The boy and the nokken fumbled in the darkness as they tried to bring the knife up against the ropes.
Avender's haste to get free so he could find Reiffen didn't help them at dl. In the end they decided that
Skimmer holding the knife tightly in his mouth was best, while Avender rubbed the rope againgt the blade.
All they redly needed wasto cut oneloop and he would be able to wriggle free.

"Why does abard want Reiffen?' said Skimmer through his clenched teeth.
"It'snot Mindrdll who wantshim. It'sKing Brannis."
"But why would King Branniswant him?"

"It'sahuman thing, Skim." Avender winced as he pricked himself with the knifepoint. But he could fed
the strands of the rope beginning to part and kept on. "It's like what Longback would do if he thought
one of the bachelorswas going to challenge him.”

"Longback fights hischalengers”" said Skimmer. "He doesn't send someone elseto doit for him.”
"It'smore complicated than that for humans.

The ropes parted with athin sngp and Avender scrambled to pull them off. But the effort had taken
something out of him, and his nausea returned worse than ever as soon as he was free. He bent double
over the stone floor and gave up another large part of the lake. When he was done, he crouched gasping
in the darkness. Some of the nearer nokken started to stir around him.

"Quiet over there!" cameavoice. "I'mtrying to deep!™
"Not anymore," came anirritated reply.
A few angry barks and some findapping followed from different corners of the cavern.

"Skimmer?' A softer voice spoke up from somewhere close beside them. Avender thought he
recognized Puphugger. "Isthat you? Who're you talking to? Y ou should be adeep. It'salong day
tomorrow, if we're going to get up to Stonehead for the edls.”

"It's Avender, Auntie," said Skimmer softly. "'l brought him to the rookery."

"What?' Puphugger sounded shocked, her hoarse voice rising shrilly. "Avender in the rookery? The
Dwarf was bad enough, but a human!”

"Humans?'
"What'sthat?"
"Humansin the rookery?"

In amoment the entire cave wasin an uproar. Barks and find gpping threatened on every side.
Avender couldn't see athing, but he could fed nokken lumbering blindly around him in the darkness.
They shuffled awkwardly, their flippers dapping on the wet stone, and there were more than afew
gplashes as some of them darted in and out of what sounded like apool in their confusion.

"Hunters ahead!™



""Ware harpoons!”
"It'scoatsfor dl of us, now!"
"Ork! Ork! Ork!"

"Belay that! Quiet in the hold! Bachelorsto the pool! Aunties and pupsto the upper decks! Finfist!
Icer! Secure the rear hatch! Skimmer, report to the main deck!”

With his deep, bass bark, Longback made himsalf heard clearly over the bedlam in the cave. It il
took sometime for the bachelors and afew of the othersto restore order; but, when the cave was quiet
again, Avender sensed he was done on his side of the secret chamber. Water dapped againgt unseen
rocksin the darkness. Fish bones and discarded mussel shells dug uncomfortably into hisside, but he
kept silent and tried not to move. There was no telling what Longback and the rest of the nokken would
do to him now they knew he wasin the cave whose |ocation they had kept secret from humansfor so

long.
"Skimmer!" barked Longback out of the darkness. "I hear you brought a human aboard.”
"It'strue," said another voice. "We can al smell him over there.”
"I think | touched him," gasped someonedse.
Avender spoke up. "I'm not trying to hide," he explained. "'l just—"

"Pipe down over therel" roared the bull. " Skimmer'sthe one I'm talking to! Skimmer, did you bring
this human aboard?'

"I-1 did, Longback," ssammered the younger nokken. "But the pirates were going to kill himiif I didn't.
They dready clubbed him once—"

"Y ou know therules,” cried someone from out of the darkness.

"That'sright!" called another. "No humansin the rookery! It'sthe law!"

"But the humans have been our friends for years, now," cried Puphugger. "It's not like the old days."
"sTow T

Longback's massive voi ce boomed out around the rookery asloudly asthe greet cataract itself. When
the last echo had died away the cave was absolutely silent. Not even a pup barked. Avender sat holding
his knees close to his chest and wished he could see what was going on. He was colder now that there
were no nokken close by to keep him warm.

When Longback spoke again hisvoice, though not so loud, was till commanding. "In caseyou all
forgot," he said, "we changed the law that time Nolo cameto visit. Weve had peace with the humans for
longer than my grandfather's grandfather could remember. If the human's life wasin danger, as Skimmer
says, then we should at least take his bait before we decide what to do. But first, | think we need alittle
light. I want to take alook at this pup before | decide what's to be done with him."

A long moment passed, during which time there was more shuffling from Longback's sde of the cave.
Avender wondered why Skimmer had never told him about Nolo visting the rookery. His question was
answered when awarm glow suddenly filled the cavern. Firrit, one of Longback's younger wives, was
balancing a Dwarven lamp on her nose. Close beside lay the bull, and in his mouth was the cloth in which
the light had been wrapped before it was uncovered. Avender blinked and held hishand over his eyes
until he grew accustomed to the brightness. It wasasmall lamp, but after the total darkness of the cave it



seemed like agreat dedl of light indeed. Firrit moved dightly as she balanced the jewel on thetip of her
nose, causing the shadows to swim gently back and forth across the walls of the cavern.

Longback dropped the cloth to the floor of the cave. "Step up, human,” he called.

Avender crawled to the edge of therock shelf. Before him adark pool of water shimmered in the light.
Severa bache ors skimmed back and forth acrossitsinky surface, eyeing the boy menacingly. Around
the pool were other shelves and ledges of rock like the one Avender sat upon. But the others were
crowded with nokken. Aunties and pups, bachelors and graybacks, their whiskers quivered as they
stared at him. Avender had never seen so many nokken at one time before.

Longback and Firrit occupied aledge close to the water on the other side of the pool. He was the
largest nokken in the cave, with stresks of silver on hissdesand thin, slver ears. Heaving himsalf up on
his front flippers, he extended his neck and nose forward to give Avender along, stern look. When he
was done, he siwung his nose down toward Skimmer, who lay al done at the edge of the ledge in front of
his captain.

"Now," said Longback. "Let's hear your tae.”

Skimmer coughed into hisflipper nervoudy. "Well," he began, "I was doing some night fishing off the
Rock. The whitefins are spawning over there and it might be agood ideato check it out tomorrow—"

"Keep to the current, Skimmer," said Longback firmly.

Skimmer wriggled hiswhiskers and went on. "Um, like | said, | wasfishing, when | saw alight moving
on Nokken Rock. | went over to see what was going on and got there just in time to see two canoes
come ashore. | couldn't tell who wasin them, so | swam up alittle closer to see what was happening. |
thought it might be the rock throwers coming back to cause moretrouble.”

"Why'd you think that if you couldn't even see'em?’ called someone from the ledges above.

"Stow your gab!" roared Longback at the gdleries. "I'll ask the questions herel” The musclesin his
neck rippling as he moved, he looked back down at Skimmer. "'So, why did you think that if you couldn’t
even see'em?

"I don't know." Skimmer shook his flippers meekly. "But why would humans come out to the Rock in
the middle of the night? Especialy during afeast? | didn't think they were up to any good."

"They werethe same ones," cdled Avender from hisside of the cave, thinking it would help Skimmer's
gory. "The same ones who threw the rocks this morning.”

Longback glared across the pool at the boy for speaking out of turn but said nothing. On their ledges
the nokken murmured among themselves. A few nodded their deek necks, asif inclined to think better of
Avender now they had heard he had aso been avictim of the rock throwers.

"Anyway," continued Skimmer, "even when | came closer | couldn't see who they were. But | thought
I'd watch 'em all the same, just in case they tried something. It wasn't long before one of 'em started
fighting with the others. He knocked two down before the one with the torch brokeit on his head. Then
the leader ordered two of the othersto take the one held knocked down up to the diving rock, while he
took the others back to thefire. | couldn't see what was happening anymore, so | swam around to the
other side to get abetter view. But as soon as| got there, | heard abig splash. When | swam over to see
what was up, there was Avender, down about afathom and still sinking.”

Skimmer twisted around to see how hewas doing. Every eyein the cave was sill upon him. He shook
hislong neck and went on.



"When | saw it was Avender,” he said, "I grabbed him, and dragged him back to the surface. Then |
swam out alittle farther into thelake just in case the humanstried throwing rocks again. | tried talking to
him, but Avender just hung in my mouth like adead fish. | knew | couldn't take him back to the Rock, so
| brought him here. | didn't know what elseto do. | know | broke the law, but he'smy friend.”

"Y ou were just hoping you might get another piece of candy,” jeered one of the bachelorsfrom the
pool.

Skimmer ignored the envious swimmer and looked back acrossthe caveto hisfriend sitting alone on
therock. "If I held you underwater too long, Avender," he said, "I'm sorry. | forgot you need to breathe
moren me."

"I'm okay," said Avender. He gave another small cough, though, and looked at Longback. "Do what
you want to me, Admiral, but we still need to rescue Reiffen. Those bandits took him, too, and theré'sno
telling what they've done to him. The sooner wetdll Berrel and Redburr, the sooner they'll be caught.”

"All in good time, human. All in good time." Longback preened abit: he liked being called Admird.
"But you're not the onein the dock. First we have to deal with Skimmer's lawbreaking."

The bull returned his stern attention to the youngster. Skimmer crouched alittle closer to thefloor. "So
then," said Longback. "1 can see why you rescued the human. But why'd you bring him back to the
rookery?'

"I-1 didn't know what elseto do," Skimmer replied. "He wasn't waking up. Usualy when ahuman fals
in the water they scream and shout alot, but not thistime. | didn't even know if hewas till alive. So
decided to bring him here. | thought Auntie Puphugger might know what to do."

"Y ou should've taken him back to the Manor." Longback leaned forward until his nose was just above
Skimmer's head. He was at least twice Skimmer's size; and though the fur on his back was laced with
patches of gray, there was little doubt Skimmer would be able to put up much more fight against him than
a stickleback.

"Please, gr," said Avender. "That water was awful cold. I'd have died if Skimmer hadn't brought me
ashore. | don't think he'd ever have gotten me back to the Manor quick enough.”

Longback twisted his neck to look at Avender. His dark eyes were impenetrable across the cavern.
For amoment he studied the bedraggled human, then looked up at al the nokken on the ledges around
him, his neck swiveling from one side of the cave to the other. Most of the troop returned his gaze,
though there were some who snuffled and turned their whiskers aside, unable, even in the midst of the
group, to stand up to the bull. Not a nokken said aword.

"Herésmy judgment,” said Longback at last. "The human may live." There wasamurmur from some,
who swung their heavy necksinirritation. "But Skimmer is cast away for afull season. Till theicereturns
he's forbidden to set whisker or fin inside the rookery."

One of the braver bachelors piped up from the water at the center of the cave, "But Longback! The
law says—"

"The law changed!" roared the bull. He leaned forward and bared histeeth, old and yellow but till
very sharp. "The humans are our friends! They've not killed one of usin the memory of our oldest
grandfather's grandfather! Nor will wekill themin turn!™

"But if welet him go the humanswill know about the rookery!" called out one of the older auntiesfrom
her ledge. "How safe will the pups be then? Even if the Vaings are our friends, in time other humans will
learn our secret. Not al humans are our friends.”



The auntie looked knowingly around the cave and heard snuffles and snorts of agreement from al the
other ledges.

"Who said anything about |etting him go?"

All the nokken fell quiet. Firrit amost dropped the lamp from thetip of her nose. Longback craned his
neck in triumph around the cave. In the silence the smal waves of the pool 1apped gently at the edges of
the rock. Avender's voice sounded very small as he spoke.

"Please, Longback," hesaid. "'l can't live here."

"Why not?' The bull rolled his neck proudly around his cavern. "There's everything you need here.
Penty of fish. Warmth. Nolo'slamp.” Firrit dmost dropped the lamp again when she redlized everyone
was looking at her. "Y ou can sing us the human songs, and well sing you ours.”

Avender bit hislip to keep from bursting into tears. It had been along and terrible night. Reiffen was
out there, in the hands of the bard and his bandits; and in the meantime he was the prisoner of the
nokken.

"For goodness sake, Longback," came Puphugger's voice from the auntie's ledge. "L et the pup go.
We can't have ahuman living in the rookery."

More than afew of the other nokken nodded their whiskers in agreement. Puphugger bobbed her
head wisely when she saw she had made her point. It was usualy the bachelors who chafed the most at
sharing the lake with humans.

"I'd gladly let him go," answered the bull. "But it's not arisk the rookery can take."

"I'll give you my word," said Avender. "Y ou can have my solemn oath." He crawled forward until he
was kneeling at the edge of the pool. One of the bachelors circling in the water rolled over onto his back
and spat along plume of water past Avender's shoulder before diving back into the depths.

"Y our word's not enough,” answered Longback sternly. "Not even from afriend. For yearsyour kind
hunted mine. Were at peace with you now, and | believe you'd try to keep your word. But weed grows
even at the bottom of the lake, and secrets have away of bubbling out of humans. Isn't it right your own
father lost hislife because humans couldn't keep secret where they'd hid their Sword? That'sright,
Avender. | know al about it. | know all about humans. So why should | trust you?'

The bull's dark eyes were easy to read thistime as they bored into Avender. Longback might trust the
Vadingsto live beside him aong the lake the nokken had been born to. Especidly if he had no other
choice. But hewould never give up hiskind's closest secrets aslong asthere were dternatives.

"Please, Longback." All eyesturned to Skimmer as he looked up at the bull. " Couldn't we cover his
eyes? If we covered hiseyes held never be able to see where the rookery isif welet him go."

"Cover hiseyes?' Longback |ooked down at the young nokken in puzzlement. "Cover his eyes?
Cover hiseyeswithwhat?"

"With that." Skimmer pointed his nose toward the cloth that had covered the lamp and now lay on the
floor a Longback's side. "I've seen humans do it with horses. They cover their eyesto keep 'em from
seeing something that might scare 'em, like when they load ‘em onto aboat or something. If we covered
Avender's eyes, then he wouldn't be able to see where the rookery is. | could take him out my—"

Skimmer's explanation of his scheme was interrupted as two bache ors caught himin the chin witha
pair of carefully aimed streams of water. Skimmer shook his neck and tried to get out of their way, but
nokken spray water much better than they waddle and, try as he might, Skimmer couldn't avoid the



bachelors attack.

"Enough!” Longback glared at the squirters. "'I'm the bull! Areyou chalenging me? Isthat what thisis
about!"

Thejets of water stcopped immediately. The two offenders sank back down into the pool until only the
tops of their heads were visible above the water. Longback continued to glare at them until they were
properly cowed.

"Oh, let the human go," cried avoice from one of the ledges.
Longback glared at that nokken aswell, then turned back to Skimmer.
"Explain this about covering the eyesto me again," he said.

It wasn't long before Longback was convinced he might let Avender go blindfolded at no risk to the
secret of the rookery. And the sooner they let him go, before the lake was flooded with search parties
trying to find out what had happened to Reiffen, the better. Some hours remained before dawn, and it
was till dark enough for the nokken to safely bring Avender back out to the surface. Longback sent
severa bachelors out to make certain no early fishing boats were about, then ordered Avender to get
ready to return to the lake.

"But what about Reiffen?' Avender reminded him. " Shouldn't we at least send word to the Manor that
he's been taken?"

"Il go," volunteered Skimmer.

"Thetroop'll do better than that,” inssted Longback. "I cer, take apatrol out and seeif you can find
those pirates. Probably they're fill on the Rock. Skimmer can go to the Manor."

Longback waved them away. Skimmer scooted across the dick surface of the ledge and disappeared
into the pool without asplash. Icer and several other nokken dove down from the ledges above and a'so
vanished into the dark water. Avender was | eft to tie the cloth tightly over his eyes himsdlf. None of the
nokken could possibly manage aknot with only teeth and flippers. The cloth was rough and giff againgt
hisface, and smelled terribly of fish, which was made worse when Longback jetted a stream of water
across Avender's eyes to make sure the blindfold was on tightly. Avender staggered backward as he was
caught by surprise.

"Now, down the hatch with you," said Longback from the poal.
The boy knélt beside the ledge and dipped back into the water. It wasterribly cold.

"Better take some deep breaths," warned the nokken captain. "Now grab onto my flippers. I'mright in
front of you."

"Isit along ride?" asked Avender as he reached for Longback. The bull's fur was much warmer and
less dippery than the boy had expected and comforted him somewhat against the frigid pool. And though
Longback smelled alittle, the wet sedl was certainly much more pleasant than the wet bear had been.

"Not too far,” answered the bull. "But you'd better get alungful. Ready?"

The water grew even colder as Avender's head submerged. The shock sent his memory back to the
moment when the bandits had thrown him from the Rock; his bruises throbbed.

Then Avender was off on the strangest ride of hislife. On thefirgt attempt he fell off and had to be
taken back to the rookery to start again. But the second was more successful. Before he knew it, the boy



found himsdlf racing through the dark, water streaming past his face. Bubbles boiled around them. He
held on tightly, afraid he might accidentally be brushed off by the walls of the tunndl. But Longback swam
assurdly as hewas swift, and Avender felt nothing at al but water againgt his back.

They descended at firdt, until the boy thought his ears were going to burst. Then they were scooting
thisway and that as Longback swam powerfully through the twists and turns of the entrance to the
rookery. Avender hung on for dear life, hisarms wrapped around the body of the nokken, just abovethe
fins, and prayed he could hold his breath long enough for the journey to end.

The water around them became smoother as Longback shot out of the tunndl. The nokken captain
burrowed on through the cold water, not wanting to come back to the surface too close to the rookery.
Avender gritted histeeth and tried hard not to breathe. The pounding in his head grew worse, both from
his bruises and from the strain on hislungs. He knew he was going to drown. And then, just ashefdt his
lungs were going to burst, Longback carried him lesping out over the water. Avender took a grest,
gulping gasp of air. Helet go of the nokken and the two fell Sde by side back into the lake, Avender with
agreat splash and Longback with hardly aripple.

The boy had only amoment's peace, gasping for breath, before Longback smacked him on the back
of the head with aflipper.

"Did | say you could let go?' Longback demanded. "Do that again and I'll drown you. They probably
heard your splash al the way to Bracken. Now hold tight and don't freeze to death. | have to take you to
dry land."

Longback was much stronger than Skimmer and could carry Avender far more swiftly. So it wasn't
long before the sedl deposited the boy on the shore of some dark idand. Avender was cold, but not
completely numb, and was just barely able to remove his blindfold with his frozen fingerswhen told to do
s0 by the bull. Hard stone lay beneath him as he pulled himsdf ashore. Helay till for amoment, staring
at the night sky and the ghosts of color tinting the tops of the High Bavadars.

"My cloth," said Longback from the lake.

Avender tossed him hiscloth. "1 have something elsefor you, too." The boy reached into his pocket
and pulled out hisbag of candy. Wet sugar oozed al around his hand.

"Mother Spinner's?* Longback shook his head. "They would only melt by thetime | got them back to
the rookery. Keep them for yoursdlf, boy."

Without another word, and with only adight swirl of water behind histail, the nokken disappeared,
back to the rookery and hiskind.

5
The High Bavadars

A vender shivered on the rocky beach asthe gray day crept across the sky. Clouds lay thick on the
mountains, covering al but the lowest hills. He stared at what he could see of the western shore through
the migt, histeeth chattering, then sat up quickly and looked around as he redlized where he was.
Longback had brought him back to Nokken Rock. For amoment he feared he might not be alone.
Mindrell might gill be lurking somewhere among the scattered rocks, or Boney with hiswicked knife,



But there were few placesto hide on the Rock. Avender soon saw, except for the sheep and afew
curious gulls, he had theidand to himsdlf. The sheep trotted about quietly in the gray dawn; the birds
picked at a dead grayling on the stones. Tiny waveletsrolled in sllver curls across the stony beach. Cold
though he was, he cast about the idand for some sign of what had happened to the bandits and Reiffen
during the night but found nothing. Even their fire was cold, doused completely. All that wasleft wasa
strange, foul reek that wafted faintly above the cods.

Crossing to the east Side of the idand, Avender sat back down on the beach and |ooked north to the
Neck and the Manor. A whitefin nosed through the clear water at his feet, poking a the smooth pebbles.
There wasn't a breath of wind, and the lake was till as glass. No breeze meant it would be canoes
coming out from the lower dock to find him, not skiffs. So he hugged his knees close to his chest to keep
warm and watched the lake for thefirst sign of gpproaching paddlers.

A small, dark head gently broke the surface of the bay. "Ork!" barked Skimmer. "Did you find
Reiffen?"

Avender shook his head. "There's no sign of him, Skim. Did you get Berrd ?"

The nokken nodded. Thelake rippled around his neck, making the water shimmer in thethin light. "
had to go to Eastbay. No one was at the lower dock. They said they'd tell Berrdl "

Avender rubbed the backs of hisarms vigoroudy to try and warm them up. "How'd you know to
come back hereto find me?' he asked.

"Where else would you be?' The nokken glided back and forth acrossthe little bay as he spoke.
"Longback knew the humans would come here to look for Reiffen. So he brought you here, too."

"I'm glad you and Longback think alike," said the boy. "I don't want to stay out here wet and cold any
longer than | haveto.”

"Of course wethink dike." Skimmer wrinkled hisnosein surprise a Avender'swords. "He's my pap,
remember?’

"Oh, that'sright. | forgot." Asfar as Avender was concerned, Longback had acted like no father he
had ever known. Banishing his own son from the rookery! But Avender aso knew nokken family
arrangements were different from humans, and that Longback had to be abull first before he could be a
fether.

"It'stoo bad he sent you away for helping me," Avender said.

"I'm not apup,” said Skimmer proudly. "I catch fish on my own.” Herolled over onto his back and
glided close to the beach near his human friend. "I haven't dept in the rookery since that bad stormin
Whitemonth anyway. Longback knew he wasn't redly punishing me. Who wantsto stay inasmely old
cavewhenit'sspring!"

To show how little he cared about his exile, the nokken did several barrd rolls back out into the lake,
dove deep, then zoomed abruptly up out of the water to land gracefully on one of the basking rocks
along the shore that gave Nokken Rock its name. He gave himsdlf alittle shake. Drops of water flew
through the air around him.

Avender scooted back across the beach to avoid getting even wetter. "I don't know how | can ever
pay you back for rescuing me," hesaid.

Skimmer's velvet nose and dark eyes gleamed. "Y ou're my friend. Give me afew pounds of Hern's
sdted pike and welll call it even. Ferrisand Reiffen wouldn't et meforget it if | let you drown.”



Avender hugged hiskneestightly, till feding cold. He didn't want to think about Reiffen. Skimmer
shook hislong neck, ruffling the dark brown fur, and did alittle grooming with his nose and teeth. The
boy remembered the sticky packet in his pocket, and took it out.

"I don't have any sdlted pike," he said. "But | can give you this"

He tore the wadded bag open and spread the mostly melted mess out on the rock beside the sedl.
Skimmer's eyes brightened even more. With far less dignity than hisfather, the young nokken lapped up
every hit.

The boy looked back at thelake. A pair of dark shapes had emerged from the mist in the direction of
the Manor. Quickly they grew larger, the rhythmic sound of the paddles growing steadily acrossthe
water. Skimmer quickened his eating, then felt about the rock with hiswhiskersto be sure there was
nothing he had missed.

By the time the two large war canoes came racing into the little bay, Skimmer wasfinished with his
treat. He dipped easily off the rock and back into the lake. Humans and nokken might work together
now in Valing, but water was aways the best place for any findapper to be when there were more than a
few humansaround.

The canoes surged to a hdt, the lake foaming beneath their bows. Waves rolled across the beach.
Before it wasfully stopped, Berrel legpt splashing out of thefirst canoe and hurried ashore. Nolo
followed with alarge pack and most of the other paddlers. They were al foresters, dressed in the dark
green and brown that was as close as foresters came to having auniform. All were hardy men, long used
to days and weeks spent deep in the woods and mountains.

The Dwarf dropped his pack to the ground beside Avender and pulled out athick blanket and dry
clothes. "From Gisarre" he said gruffly.

"Thanks," said the boy. "Where's Redburr?”
"He'sdready begun his search. Helll join us soon enough.”

Behind them the foresters fanned out acrossthe idand. The sheep bleated anxioudy and trotted about
inadarm, and dl the gullstook wing, complaining shrilly asthey disgppeared into the lowering ky. Berrdl
waited long enough for Avender to rub himself dry with the blanket before he asked to hear histde. The
boy told him everything as he dressed, from Mindrell's meeting them on the stairway to the moment when
he was pushed from the cliff. From time to time the steward interrupted with particular questions, but
mostly he said nothing. Occasiondly helooked up at the gray sky to the east, asif he expected something
or someone to gppear from out of the clouds. When Avender came to the point where he awoke inside
the rookery, the steward held up his hand for him to stop.

"Longback would just as soon you tell me aslittle about that as possible,” he said.

There was a shout from the spot where Avender had found the fire. "There's been magic here" said
the chief forester asthey came up. He pointed out the stains among the rocks, and the withered look of
the scrubby grass that had not been burned. " Some sort of potion, I'd guess. They poured it out on the
firewhen they were done.”

"Aye, Ranner. | can sméll it," said the steward. Beside him severd of the other foresters sneezed.

"Spdlls, eh?' Nolo picked through the charred wood with his bare foot. " That means the bear was
right. Mindrell worksfor the Three, not Rimwich."

"Either way," said Ranner, "his path is back through the pass and the Firron road. The Shaper will find



them there. Here we won't learn much at al."

"Those are my thoughts exactly,” said the steward. "And Redburr's. But if the bear has found anything
he should be back by now."

Berrel looked uneasily up at the Sky once more. A sudden gust of wind rolled over them from the
south; Nolo tucked his beard into his bdlt to keep it from flying up into hisface.

One of the foresters at the top of the cliff called down to those gathered at the bottom. "Redburr's
coming!" he cried, and pointed towards the eastern sky.

The weak morning light was darkening quickly before the storm, but they could all seethelarge bird
arrowing down toward them from the clouds. A very large bird. Nolo raised hisarm stiffly from his
shoulder and the bird, fully astall asthe Dwarf himsalf, descended to the offered perch in agreat
buffeting of wings and wind. Behind him the rain began to fall on the back of a second, heavier gust.
None but Nolo was sturdy enough to hold the Shaper, but the Dwarf, with Snews strong as stone,
provided asteady perch. Hard, crud talons, each aslong asasmdl knife, gripped hisarm tightly.

"What news, Redburr?' asked Berrd after the great eagle had folded hiswings.

The Shaper turned his head sidewaysto stare a the steward from one large, glassy eye. Avender had
never seen Redburr take anything but bear or human shape before, and found this newest incarnation
both interesting and strange. Except for the red tinge to the feathers about his head, there was nothing in
the bird to remind anyone of either Redburr the bear or man, though he did seem abit thicker through the
middle than might have been normal for abird. Even hisvoice was different, sharp and hrill, asif it was
harder for him to speak with hisbird's beak and craw than it was with the muzzle of abear.

"Creel" hecdled. "Therésno sgn of them." It wasimpossiblefor him to talk without shrieking. "I flew
al theway through the pass and up the road on the other side, both north and south. Even if someone
met them with fresh horses they could never have gotten so far." He fluffed hiswings and resettled on
Nolo'sarm. "I don't believe they've left Vding that way at dl.”

"Therésno other way," said Berrel with afrown. "The mountains are impassabl e both south and west,
and dl the other ways are guarded.”

"There was magic here, Redburr,”" said the Dwarf. He pointed to the remains of thefire at their feet.
"Perhapsthey used that in their escape.”

The bird eyed the coasin his strange, sideways manner. "1'm no expert in spells” he shrilled. "But if
they've escaped through some power of Ussais, well be hard-pressed to catch them.”

Ranner wiped the rain from hisface. "I don't think they used magic to get away," he said. "If they did,
where are their canoes? They'd have had to |eave the canoes behind if they left the Rock some other

way.
"Then let's search for the canoes," suggested the Dwarf.

Redburr cocked his head and looked at the sky with his bright bird's eyes. "I can search fromtheair,
again," hesad. "But thisrain will makeit harder for meto see. And it'll take sometimeto circlethelake."

"Y ou won't have to search thewholelake." Ranner scratched the back of his head and thought for a
moment. "They can't have gotten much farther south than the Narrows even if they paddied dl night.”

"But why wouldn't they just head for the pass?' wondered the Dwarf as he wrung the rain out from the
bottom of his beard.



"They might have gone up into the mountainsto hide." Redburr cocked his head toward the Low
Bavadarsto the east. "Mindrell's smart enough to know he couldn't get far enough away before wed be
after him. Who knows what they might have done with their conjuring? They might have changed the boy
into amouse, or worse. For al we know they paddied back to Eastbay, changed themselvesinto aherd
of cowswith Mindrdll asthe cowherd, and are waiting for usto cdl off the search so they can sneak
through the pass when we think they've aready escaped.”

"They could never hide as cows," said Berrdl. " Strange cows would be noticed at once on any farm.”
Nolo frowned impatiently. "Painly they're hiding somewhere. All thistalk won't hdp usfind them.”

"That'strue," Berrel agreed. "Redburr, you'd better begin your search right away. Therest of uswill
paddle back acrossthe bay. Well raise the Home Guard and search every barn and goat shed in Valing
until wefind them.”

"What about the western shore?" asked Avender. He had been thinking hard ever since Redburr
suggested that Mindrdll might be hiding in the mountains. "'If you were going to hide, wouldn't you hidein
the opposite direction you thought everyone was going to look?!

Berrd and the others looked at the boy in surprise. Having heard histale, they had al but forgotten
him. Ranner rubbed his chin and considered what the boy had suggested. "Well now, | might,” he said, "if
that didn't end up making my eventua escape that much harder. There's no way out of the High Bavadars
except back acrossthe lake. Y ou know that aswell as| do, lad. Mindrell won't want to crossthe lake a
second timeto get away. No, if he'shiding, it'll be on the east side of the lake, in the Lows.”

The steward laid a comforting hand on Avender's shoulder. "Y ou've had along night,” he said, "and
too many adventures aready. When we rescue Reiffen it'll be because you persuaded L ongback to send
Skimmer out to find us. But—"

"Creel" shrilled Redburr. "It may be unlikely, but the boy has a point. The very fact were so ready to
dismisstheidea showsthetruth in what he says. We're dealing with the Three, after dl. | for one am not
ready to ignore any possibility. Ranner, how many trails are there on the western shore that Mindrell
could have reached in the time he had?'

The forester scratched the back of his head again. "Only two or three. There'sthe High Trail back of
Spinner's place, and Wallin's behind his. There are acouple others, but you have to know the lake and
the mountains pretty good to be using those."

"WEelIl haveto check them dl," said Redburr. He turned to the seward. "I'll fly by Wadlin'sand the
others on my way to Bracken, and maybe you can send one of the canoes over to Spinner'sto look at
the High Trail. Our quarry's probably on the east side of thelake, but | think well al be happier if we
follow up every chance, no matter how remote.”

So it was decided. Redburr nodded to Nolo, who tossed him into the air. The great bird flapped his
wings and dowly began to rise south acrossthe lake. Soon hewaslost in the mist and rain. The rest of
the company returned to the canoes, where Berrd told them off into two parties, one to go on with him
to Eastbay, the other for Ranner to lead to Spinner'sfarm. The steward put as many men as he could into
thefirst canoe, wanting to waste as few as possible on what he considered awild-goose chaseto the
west. When it came time to choose a canoe for Avender, Berrdl hesitated for amoment, then sent him off
with Ranner.

"It wasyour ideain thefirst place," the seward said. "And | can't spare the seat in my own craft.”

Deciding he needed to keep an eye on the boy, Nolo climbed into Ranner's canoe behind him. The



four foresterswith them hopped in at bow and stern, took up their paddies from where they had been left
in the bottom of the boat, and pushed on rapidly acrossthe lake. The rain hissed softly against the flat
water around them; the only other sound was the muted knock of the paddles againgt the cano€'s canvas
sdes. Avender remembered hislast trip across the lake, bound in darkness benegth the thwarts, and
wondered if Reiffen had been forced to endure a second silent passage of his own. Or had heredly been
turned into amouse and kept quietly in Mindrdll's pocket?

"Nolo?' The boy spoke quietly, hisvoice dmost lost in the rain's wet whisper.
"What isit, lad?"
"How did Mindrell use magic?1 thought only the Wizards could use magic.”

"Others can cast spellsand potions,” Nolo replied. "But only if one of the Three preparesthe way for
them." He sat iffly in the middle of the canoe, hardly moving. Rainwater doshed around hislegs. Should
the Dwarf fall overboard Avender knew they would be along time fishing him up from the lake bottom.
"The Three guard their knowledge closdly. But I'm told there have been times when they've trusted their
davesto do some smdl act of thaumaturgy for them.”

"Y ou mean anyone can do it?"
"If they have the knowledge."
"Even Dwarves?'

"No, lad. Dwarves can't. We're the children of Brydds, not Areft. Magic doesn't affect us, and we
can't do magic. Not that any Bryddin has ever tried to brew aspell, far as| know. It's not agood thing,
magic. Far too dangerous. Stone and water are what we trust.”

"l hope Mindrdl hasn't done anything too horrible to Reiffen,” said the boy.
"Don't worry," Nolo assured him. "Well find him."

At Spinner's dock Ranner left Avender behind to ook after the canoe while he led the others ashore to
ingpect the farm. They were greeted by Spinner's dogs, who barked ferocioudy until Ranner approached
them closaly enough to be recognized. Avender sat on the dock with hisfeet in the canoe while the
foresters hunted along the road toward the meadows above for any sgn of Mindrédll's passing. But the
rain had dready washed away whatever footprints might have been pressed into the soft dirt, and they
found nothing. Nolo, who had no woodcraft at al, made his own search through the barns and
farmhouse.

Most of the dogs followed the foresters, sniffing curioudly, but one noticed Avender on the dock and
trotted out to see what he was doing.

"Hello, Odo. Sorry, but I've nothing to give you today.”

Avender scratched behind the dog's ears and under her chin. He and Reiffen had made friends with
Spinner'sdogs along time since, just in case they ever had the opportunity to vist Enna Spinner's
sugarhouse by night. The dog lay down contentedly on the dock beside the boy, not minding the wet at
al if it meant agood scratching.

Avender was watching the raindrops on the water when Skimmer reappeared, his dark head emerging
from the lake beside the canoe with hardly aripple. Odo started to her feet and barked loudly at the
newcomer, but Skimmer paid the dog no mind.



"Did you find Reiffen?" he asked again.

Avender shook his head. "He's probably on the other sde of the lake, Skim, high in the pass.”

"Then why're you looking here?!

Avender rocked the canoe dightly with hisfeet. "Because we have to ook everywhere, just in case.”
"'l help."

"Sure, Skim. If you find their canoes|et me know.”

"Canoes?' Skimmer stopped swimming back and forth and rolled over onto his back. "What kind of
canoes?'

"Regular canoes," replied the boy glumly. He was amost as wet again now as he had been &fter his
ride with Longback. "From Eastbay. If we find the canoes, then at |east welll know where they've gone.”

Skimmer rolled back onto hisbelly and dipped underwater. His dark shape darted like a shadow
beneath the large canoe. But he was back a moment later.

"There'stwo canoes under the dock," he said eagerly when he resurfaced. "Are they the onesyou're
looking for?!

"I don't think—" Avender stopped as he realized what the nokken had just said. " Two canoes? Under
the dock?' He scrambled to his kneesto peer through the dark water beneath the wooden boards. "Are
they old?"

"l don't know how old they are," said Skimmer. "I just know there'stwo of them.”

Try ashe might, Avender couldn't see through the water benegath the dock. He looked back up at his
friend. "You're surethere are two?'

"l can count, you know."
"What's kegping them down?"
"Maybeit's because they'refilled with rocks."

Avender didn't walit to hear any more. He was sure the canoes were Mindrell's. He jumped up to his
feet and began cdlling toward shore, waving for the forestersto return. Skimmer swam off alittle farther
into the lake as Nolo and the men came rattling back out onto the wooden pier. They got down on their
knees beside the boy after he told them what the nokken had found.

"They haveto be the oneswerelooking for," said one. "No one sinks canoes for nothin'.
"We haveto be certain." Ranner Sarted to remove his jacket.

"I'll go," said the Dwarf, getting to hisfeet. "I can empty the rocks out of those canoes much faster than
any of you can."

He stepped right off the Sde of the pier and plunged feetfirst into the water, sending up atremendous
splash. Avender and the foresters gathered around the edge and peered unsuccessfully into the depthsto
see how he was doing. Even Skimmer came dashing back to the dock to seeif he could help, hurtling
through the water like abird.

A minute passed. The dull clank of stonerose dimly from below, but no one could see athing.
Skimmer tore back and forth around the dock. Then awaterlogged canoe rolled dowly up out of the



water to wallow duggishly beside the pier, and a second soon followed.
"Those are Eastbay canoes.”
"And they ain't been down there long, ether, or they wouldn't float so easy."

Nolo followed the canoes to the surface, climbing back up one of the pilingsto the top of the dock.
Water poured off him as he conferred with Ranner.

"WEell haveto sart after them at once," the Dwarf said.

"Aye." The chief forester peered through the rain back to the road behind the farmhouse that led up
Breadloaf Hill. "They've got afar sart on us, too. Five, Sx hourseasy.”

"All the more reason for hurry,” said Nolo.

"Well have to send someone back to et Berrel know were on thetrail. That only leavesfour of usto
go after five, not counting the boy."

"One of oursisaDwarf, though,” said one of the foresters.
"We can send the boy back to the others with word of what we've found,” said Ranner.

Nolo noticed the look on Avender'sface. "No," he said. "L et him comewith us. Searching the western
shorewas hisides, and he found the canoes, too."

"Actudly, it was Skimmer who found the canoes,” said Avender.

"Either way, you've earned the chance to come with us. We can send Skimmer back instead. Helll do
it faster than any canoe.”

Ranner eyed the boy grimly. "It beahard climb," he said. "Weve alot of timeto make up, too. We
can't bewaiting for laggards.”

"He can doit. Can't you, lad?'

Avender nodded, though he was not at al sure he could keep up with foresters on the march. But he
would much rather collgpse on thetrail than be left behind.

There was no more discussion. Skimmer received hisinstructions and darted back into the lake. Then
the four men, the Bryddin, and the boy hurried from the dock back to the farm. They made a short stop
in Mother Spinner'slarder to scavenge afew provisionsfor the road, presuming Mother Spinner would
approve, once she learned the reason. Avender hoped they might find abag or two of candy aswell, and
assured himsdlf that Reiffen would redlly appreciate such ahomely treat when they found him. But
Mother Spinner had taken al she had to the feast, and there were no more anywhere. Nolo did find a
small cask, though, which he strapped to the top of his pack. That prize he had no intention of preserving
until Reiffen wasfound.

It was awet, cold climb, and Ranner drove them hard. Therain persisted asthey dogged aong the
mountain road, which soon turned from path to stream benesath their boots. The muddy way led up
through the lower pasture, where the Spinner cows were gathered placidly benesth asingle oak in the
middle of thefidld, and on to the upper meadows, where the huddled sheep had the fluffy look of falen
clouds. Beyond the sheep the wooded dopes began. Instead of the steady hiss of the rain on the grass,
there was now the gloomy patter of thick drops striking the bare branches of the trees.



Quickly the path grew steeper and rougher. Beyond the farm the road was rarely used. Foresterson
their patrols might travel through the mountains around the lake, but seldom would anyone e se venture
too deep among the lofty crags. Beyond aday or two's journey little was known of the mountains. There
were strange tales about the High Bavadars, close though they might beto Valing. Strange ssormsthat
never troubled the lake could sometimes be seen scowling blackly above the farther peaks, and strange
crestures were thought to hide in the most secret valleys behind the highest passes.

An hour's march brought them deep within the clouds. On aclear day they might have looked back
and seen dl the wide northern part of the lake spread below them, from Spinner's to Eastbay, sparkling
and blue. But now, with the clouds settled thick upon the mountain, they could seelittle beyond the path
beneath their feet and the jabbing fingers of the storm.

They were dready far higher than Avender had ever been on the west Side of the lake when they came
to ascraggly fir by the sde of thetrail. A large, brown shape was perched upon one of the higher
branches, which sagged dmost to the ground beneath its weight. Only when they had come closer
through the screening mist did they recognize Redburr's bird shape in the sodden lump.

"So you found us," said Ranner.

"Therée's only the one path past the Tegpot," squawked Redburr. His feathers were heavy and wet; he
looked as bedraggled asabird could be.

"That'sfair truth," the forester agreed. ""Though we've seen little enough sign of our quarry along the
trail. Therés no other way they might have come.”

The bird swept down on wide wingsto dight on the small cask tied atop Nolo's pack.
"Watch your talons, there," warned the Dwarf. "We don't want to be drinking that just yet."

Not five minutes|ater they passed alow pine thicket by the side of the path. Redburr called for them
to stop, hisvoice shrill even through the blanketing rain. Then he turned to the shrubbery and gave a
piping cal. For amoment nothing happened. He repeated the cry and apair of finches poked their heads
up from the short-needled boughs to trill areply. Redburr answered, and the conversation sang back and
forth, the finches obvioudy nervous to be speaking with an eagle. Severa timesthey tried to duck their
heads back down into the green cover, only to be called back to the task at hand by the sharp whistling
of thelarger bird. When they were done Redburr allowed them to return to their nest, then turned back
to his companions.

"It's not easy speaking songbird when you're araptor,” he cawed. He shook his head as he spoke, as
if to clear it. A fine spray spattered off hisfeathers.

"| did learn the birds saw the bandits," he went on. "They passed by herein the night, close before
dawn."

"Did they see Reiffen?’ asked Avender hopefully.

"Finches can't tell one human from the next. They can't even count. But there's no one else who might
have been up here so early in the morning. Y ou can be sure we're on theright trail "

"At least they haven't gotten themselves up as pike or something, and dived back into the lake," said
Nolo. He wrung out his beard once again and, for amoment, the stream at their feet thickened acrossthe
stones.

On through the mud and rain they trudged. Redburr rode atop Nolo's cask rather than try to fly
through the storm, bobbing like a cork with every one of the Dwarf's short strides. Asthey climbed



higher into the mountains the rain lightened, but the clouds thickened. Often they were unable to see more
than afew feet on either Sde of thetrail. Sometimes the rain turned to snow and swirled fiercely around
their heads; but the snow never lasted long, and the ground was too wet for any of the flakesto stick.
They hurried onward, regardiess of the wesather, until Avender thought hislegswould fail benesth him.
But he was determined to prove Nolo's confidence in his ability to keep up, so he gritted histeeth and
made no complaint.

Toward the end of the day they came out of the treesinto the gray and stony wastes of the higher
peaks. The wind strengthened; now the constant snow was driven into their faces or lashed againgt their
backs asthey plodded on. When darkness fell they hardly noticed, it had been twilight so long. But finaly
they werein danger of losing their way in the degpening gloom, or sumbling off the Sides of unseen dliffs,
s0 Ranner called ahdt inasmal hollow filled with stunted trees. All sank wearily to the ground.

They cleared a space beneath the rough needles and lay with their heads on their packs, the gnarled
wood at the heart of the tiny copse too wet for even Nolo to start afire. Avender had no pack, but he
had the blanket Nolo had brought for him that morning. The Dwarf had kept it dry through al the day's
long climb. The boy wrapped himself as snugly as he could and was dmost warm by the time Ranner
shared out around of the dried meat and bread they had brought from the farm. Nolo passed the small
barrel among them aswell, which made them al fed warmer till, except Redburr, who couldn't manage
aproper drink with hisbird's beak. After knocking over the third cup set out for him, he cursed bitterly
and flapped hiswings.

"If I didn't think you'd need me as abird tomorrow," he grumbled, "1'd go back to being a bear right
now. A whole cask of lovely beer.”

All but Avender and Redburr took their turn on guard, listening for real danger in the howls and
ghrieks of thewindy night. The boy dept far more soundly than he could ever have imagined on the cold
and muddy ground. Near dawn he dreamed of bandits and nokken and bards. They chased him through
pool-filled caverns where the ceallings grew lower and lower until finally they were so low hewasforced
to crawl forward on hands and knees. When nothing was | eft for him but to fal forward into one of the
pools and sink dowly downward into the darkness, he scrabbled for breath, then woke, panting in the
night. For amoment he thought he was back in the rookery, with al the nokken snoring around him.
Then he smelled the fresh scent of the scrubby pines rather than old fish and dank fur, and remembered
that along day had passed. It was mostly humans snoring around him now. He was il wet and
shivering, but thistime he was high in the mountainsinstead of deep ingde awatery cave. He reached out
cautioudy and felt something soft nearby.

"Bravwk! Isthat you, boy?"

Somehow Redburr's voice sounded more like it should in the dark, despite the squawk.
"Itsme" Avender replied.

"Go back to deep. It'll be another long day soon.”

"Has the storm stopped?’ Water no longer dripped from the trees, and the roaring of the wind had
disappeared.

"The snow stopped some time ago, and the wind just died. | should have fine flying today. Now go
back to deep.”

"Will we catch them soon?"

"Well see”



Avender closed his eyes thinking he was wide awake. When he opened them again he could see every
crooked branch clearly in the thicket above hisface, and the rest of the company were scrambling awake
around him. Ranner passed around another bite of food and then they pushed their way out through the
giff wood to stretch their legs on the clear ground outside. Only alittle snow lay upon the gray stone. The
rest had aready melted or blown away. Sharp peaks rose toward the pae sky, the last storm clouds and
lingering stars sharing the space between.

They marched off with the mountain morning throwing long shadows across the land. Avender's sore
muscles soon loosened, but it took longer for the brisk wind to drive the last dampnessfrom his clothes.
At thefirgt ridge with astrong breeze Redburr |eft them, leaping upward into the wind from the top of the
Dwarf's head. For awhile the Shaper soared above the long valley, searching for therising air that would
help him ascend. His companions watched him glide with widespread wings as they followed their own
path across the arms and shoulders of the mountain, until he found the current he sought and whedled
away. Soon hewas ablack speck in the distance, disappearing between tall crests of rock and snow that
gleamed in the golden light of the new day.

Nolo put akind hand on Avender's shoulder as they watched the Shaper pass out of sight. "Ready for
another day, lad?' he asked. "Y ou're not tiring on us, are you?'

"l candoit," answered the boy stubbornly. "Reiffen's sill somewhere up ahead of us, isn't he?"

Ranner led them on. They had long since lost any trace of the bandits. Their only hope now was that
Redburr would be able to spot their quarry from the air with his sharp eagle's eyes. In the meantime they
could do no more than follow the chief forester degper into the western mountains.

The day grew warm. The last shreds of the clouds scattered among the jagged peaks. They climbed
dopes of broken rock and picked their way carefully over valleys of pitted ice and snow. Pools of water
filled the hollows and everywhere ticked the drip, drip, drip of ice loosened by spring. Twice they saw
nimble mountain goats watching them from impossible ledges, but the morning was well advanced before
Redburr regppeared. They weretoiling dong the sde of along ridge, steep cliffs on either hand, when he
dropped like a stone from the cold blue heights. He swooped in along, Sow turn abovethevaley to
their left before landing once again on the top of Nolo's pack.

"I'vefound them!" he cried in hisbird's hoarse croak. A gleam of satisfaction shone brightly in hiseye.
"They're still heading west, but you're not too far from their trail. They took a different way around that
mountain ahead of us."

Ranner nodded grimly. "They must have gone south on theice field yesterday. Not acourseI'd takein
athaw. How far behind are we?"'

"About two hours. At the rate they're going, you should be able to catch them by the end of the day.”
"Can you tell where they're headed?'

The feathers on Redburr's neck and shouldersruffled in the wind. "Not yet. But they've come along
way if dl they want to do isgo to ground.”

One of the foresters gave the bird an unhappy look. "Y ou mean you think they'retrying to crossright
through the range?’

"It can't be done," said Ranner firmly.

"It has been done." Redburr gave the chief forester a sharp look. "I've done it mysdlf, and not asa



bird. But it wasalong time ago, and I'm afraid | don't remember as much about the way as| should.”

"If we're going to catch Mindrell by the end of the day,” observed the Dwarf, "it hardly matters how
far they're going. Gabbing about it just dows us down.”

"Did you see Reiffen?’ brokein Avender, unable to contain himself any longer from asking what he
consdered the most important question. "Ishedl right?"

Redburr cocked aglassy eye. "l saw him, boy. He seemed to be dodging most of their kicks, asfar as
| could tell. But there are only four of the bandits now, counting the bard.”

"Four?' Nolo tugged at hisbeard and turned to Avender. "Didn't you say there were five, lad?’
"Therewere," answered the boy. "Maybe Reiffen killed one.”
"Cree! 1t'd beniceif he had, wouldn't it?" croaked the bird.

"Morelikely hefdl through the cracksin theicefield,” said Ranner. "It's a dangerous path when the
bridges start to mdlt. That's why were headed for the Girdle."

"The Girdle?' Nolo pulled at hisbeard.

Ranner nodded. "It looks bad, but Chimneyline and the Chutes are both worse. Long asthe ledges
hold, the Girdi€s dl right. And it'sfaster than theicefield on the other sde. I'll rope usdl together and
weéll be safe as picnickers on Badun. But the Girdle marks the end of my knowledge of the mountains.
After that well be following your lead, Redburr.”

There was nothing to do but press on as quickly as possible. Redburr took flight once more, leading
them over the top of theridge. Two hours hike was no more than afew minutes flying timefor an eagle,
and Redburr could flit back and forth between both parties with ease. They ascended on up the line of
the ridge until they cameto a place where their path seemed to fdl off impassably into the valley below.

"There." Ranner pointed to the side of the mountain. "That'sthe Girdle."

At first Avender saw nothing. Thetrail appeared to end at the edge of the cliff before them. To their
|eft the mountain towered huge and gray. Then he noticed athin ridge of rock, wider in some placesthan
others, winding across the middle of the mountainside. Redburr circled in the air above, but there were
other birds whedling through the sky below the dender path.

"That?' Nolo laughed at the sight of the narrow ledge. "That's nothing. Y ou want a climb sometime,
Ranner, come with meto Issnlough. When you've clung by your fingers and toes to the bottom of the
world, then you've had ared taste of climbing.”

"Wasn't meassaid it was hard,” replied the forester.

Severd of hisfdlows pulled lengths of rope from their packs and soon everyone in the party, except
the eagle, wastied together. Cautioudy they started across the ledge. Avender found out soon enough
that Ranner wasright. The climb was not as hard as it looked. In some spots the ledge was two or three
feet wide. Even at its thinnest there was till room for hisentire foot to rest securely ontherock. Ina
howling wind and astorm like the one they had fought through the day before there would be redl
danger, but for the moment the only problem was that the ledge was broken in spots. And there were
places where one ledge ended outright and they had to step over afair-sized gap to reach the next. But
Ranner and hisfdlows knew their business, and there was aways Nolo bringing up the rear. With his
strength and ability to grab onto therock asif it were so much soft cheese, he was safer than the firmest
anchor. "Dwarves don't fal," he always said. "How e se could we live on top of the Abyss?"



The only bad moment came when Ranner stopped to test abit of rock infront of him. Avender was
halfway back aong the line, safely anchored in the middle of the more experienced climbers, but the
curve in the sde of the mountain gave him afine view asthe chief forester took the long hammer from the
loop on the back of his pack and tapped its thin head gently on the edge of the rock just beyond histoe.
There was a crack, and alarge piece of stone broke away to tumble down the dope. Other rock broke
free below asthe first bounded down the cliff, and al disgppeared into the distant valley in ashower of
gravel and dust. Redburr, who had been soaring nearby, swept in close to the mountain, asif he thought
he might have to grab the forester in histalons. But Ranner was holding fast to the rope behind him with
his free hand and stepped back quickly onto more solid footing without the dightest hesitation. A new
gap was opened in the ledge, neither smaler nor larger than the rest. Carefully Ranner tested the new
edge. When he was satisfied that it was firmer than the old, he stepped acrossit. The company moved
on.

The rest of the day's march was much easier. Beyond the Girdle they untied themsalves and followed
the eagle up through another pass with the wind in their faces. They descended to another snowfield, and
s0 on through several more passes, dways climbing, asthey advanced deeper into the High Bavadars.
Now they found many traces of the bandits passage: steps cut into theice; footprintsin the snow.

Even so, the afternoon had worn away by the time they climbed over the edge of onelast icefield and
followed itsfrothing runoff down to a steep, tree-filled valey. The sun was settling behind the western
peaks as the Shaper urged them on, afraid they might not catch Mindrell before nightfall after dl. By the
time they reached the trees an ominous cloud had rolled in from the north above their headslike a
spreading tide. Wearily they stumbled across the stonesto a place where the stream met another, smaller
brook flowing down from the direction of the looming storm.

"Creel Thisway," caled Redburr from aperch at the top of atree above the second stream. "Hurry!"
He watched for amoment as Ranner led the tired party up this new steep course. Then, with aflap of his
wings, he launched himsdlf back into the air and flew over the tregtops beyond. A clap of thunder rang
out through the valley. Close behind burst a sudden gust of wind. The thinner treesin the woods around
them shuddered before the blast.

"That's no common storm," muttered the forester nearest Avender.

Nolo quickened his pace and began to leap quickly among the boulders after Redburr. The foresters,
not to be outdone by a Dwarf in their own mountains, summoned the last of their strength to follow him.
But they were no match for Nolo's endurance no matter how much longer their legs, and he soon
outdistanced them. Avender, who had been in the middle of the company, found himsdlf lagging to the
rear no matter how hard he tried to keep up. He was young and sturdy but, unlike the men around him,
had not spent the days of hislifein constant climbing among the peaks and crags. The thunder rose and
the stream began to chatter more and more loudly aong its stony banks. The boy fdll farther and farther
behind.

Darkness dropped down across the mountainside as the storm swept over the trees. Branches rattled,
firstinthewind, thenin therain. Avender sumbled on into the teeth of the storm, his cloak lashing around
him far more fiercely than it had the day before. Soon he found he could no longer safely follow the
brook. The stream was rising quickly as every drop of rain from the valley above was channeed into the
flow at hisfeet. He clambered up the nearest bank and continued on through the trees, but his progress
dowed considerably as he had to make hisway around every falen branch and straining sapling.

The storm grew more and more ferocious. Finally there was agreat clap of thunder, louder than any
Avender had ever heard. The storm broke, its anger released in that single stroke. All was quiet again,
except for the sodden pouring of the rain and the rush of the swollen stream. Avender dmost fell on his
face asthewind out of the north ceased abruptly. He hurried forward, though the urgency of the moment



seemed to have collapsed as suddenly as the storm. The earth sucked wetly at his boots.

He came at |ast to ashort cliff. Such was the torrent now, there was barely room to climb besideiit.
Somehow he managed to pull himself over the top, half-drowned and at the end of his strength. He
stumbled on through the last of the woods to a meadow of thick grass. Scattered before him, he saw the
foresters combing thefield asif in search of something. The shorter figure of Nolo glowed in athin light
beyond acircle of tall stonesthat stood to the left of the stream. As Avender watched, the Dwarf bent
down beside something hidden in the grass.

The boy hurried on. Heavy rain beat at him coldly. He noticed two figures that were not foresters, and
when he redlized they were being guarded by one of Ranner's men, his heart legpt at the sight of them.
They had caught the bandits! Reiffen was rescued!

Avender hastened on through the gloom toward the lighted spot in the grass where he had last seen
Nolo.

6
The Standing Stones

What was that?'

Reiffen started as he heard the splash. It came from hisleft, beyond the looming darkness of the hill
where the two bandits had taken Avender. Ahead he could see the dancing flicker of afire. Mindrell and
the other thieves were leading him toward the flame, carefully picking their way through the jumbled
rocks. Quietly the bard sang, with some dight difference, the words Reiffen had first heard in the Grest
Hall what felt like days and days ago.

"And so he sank beneath the play
Of wave and boat and cold and spray,
Beyond the touch and feel of day."

Reiffen flushed but, instead of lashing out at Mindrell, listened hopefully for amoment as he sumbled
forward. Maybe there would be acry for help to follow the splash, or some further sound of struggle.
But there was nothing. All he heard were scuffing feet as Mindrell led them through the rough stonesto a
low campfire at the center of theidand. Small shadows swam across the rocks as Boney pushed his
prisoner roughly to the ground. Reiffen sank down wretchedly, hardly feding the warmth of thefire. A
grim, empty feeling crept across him as he realized Avender was gone.

He gazed bitterly at the bard. "Y ou said you wouldn't kill him."

Mindrell poked at thefirewith hisboot. "1 said | wouldn't kill himin the Manor. | never said athing
about letting him live forever.” Severa sparkslegpt up into the night, yellow stars benesth the clouded

Kky.
Boney bent to rub histhin handsin the heet of thefire.

"Therésnotimefor that,” said Mindrdl harshly. He turned to the one called Ike and ordered, "Give
over the pack."



From the darkness beyond the stones I ke brought out alarge knapsack and handed it to the bard.
Boney continued to crouch over the cods until Mindrell kicked him away. Then the rhymer told histwo
confederates to fetch fresh wood for the fire while he began to unpack the knapsack.

Reiffen had seen enough to befairly certain they had taken him to Nokken Rock. He recognized the
hill on the other side of the fire. But knowing where the bard had taken him wasno help at dl. Therewas
nowhere to run, and no sign of any nokken to send for help. He leaned back miserably againgt the
nearest rock, hisarms ill bound to his sides, and watched helplesdy as Mindrell removed asmall pot,
severa short sticks, and a carefully wrapped bundle from the knapsack. Opening the sticksinto asmall
tripod, the bard set the pot beside them on the ground. Boney and | ke added the wood they had brought
to the dying coas. When the flames were leaping once again, the bard set the tripod over the fire, poured
water into the pot, and hung the pot over the burning wood. Then he carefully unrolled the bundle and
added the contents one by one to his makeshift kettle, stirring the mixture with hisknifedl thewhile. First
came some pale, powdery stuff, then what looked like ashriveled ear, and severa whiskered roots.
Lagtly he hed the knifeto hisleft pam and, using the sharp point, cut athin red linein hishand. One,
two, three drops of dark blood dripped into the pot. Each drop hissed asit fell into the nasty broth. ke
and Boney backed away from the fire. Mindrell wiped hiswound on his pants and wrapped a cloth
tightly round it.

Reiffen shivered at the Sight.

"Y ou'll be warm again soon enough,” said the bard with a shameless grin. He tapped the knife blade
againgt the sde of the kettle. The boy made no reply but swalowed hard in an effort to hold down the
dread rising in histhroat. What Mindrell was preparing looked like magic, or what Reiffen supposed
magic might look like. Until that moment he had thought the only magic in the world was what was
worked by the Wizardsin faraway Ussene. But, if the bard was working for his uncle the king, what was
he doing with magic?

Mindrell watched him carefully from beside the fire. He seemed to know exactly what the boy was
thinking. "You'reright," hesad. "Itismagic, Your Mgesty."

Reiffen flushed again a the rhymer's mocking.

"It must be hard,” the bard went on, "knowing what your life might have been. | know | wouldn't like
it. But that's adl going to change now. Maybe where you're going they'll let you brew atrick or two,
yoursdf, likethe onethey'vegiven me.”

Reiffen'sthroat thickened fearfully. It was the Wizards Mindrell was working for, not hisuncle. A
terrible dread crept dong his spine at the thought of why the Wizards might want him. No one ever
escaped from Ussene. Hewas only going to live alittle while longer than hisfriend.

Terrified, he watched asthe bard |et the potion cook awhile longer, stirring it from timeto time with
the knife blade. When Mindrell was satisfied the mixture had cooked enough, he picked the tripod up
with theflat of the knife and moved both pot and tripod away from the fire. Some of the potion tipped
over therim. The flames below spat and sparked, and sent up aburst of dark, stinking smoke. Reiffen
sneezed violently: the smell was unbearable. His nose stung asif it had been rubbed in bitter charcod. 1ke
and Boney a so sneezed, but Mindrell had covered his nose with his bandaged hand and wasn't
bothered.

"Ow, that's nasty stuff," said Boney.
"Glad it'snot mehasto drink it," said Ike.

"Spellsisawaysnasty,” Boney pointed oLt.



"Aye" hispartner agreed. "l don't trust 'em.”
Mindrell looked up from the pot. "But you trust the pay, don't you,” he said with asmile.

"Surel do," replied Ike. "Same as you. Gold don't take atarnish, now, do it?" He grinned, his scruffy
facelearing evilly inthe low light of thefire.

They waited afew minutesfor the brew to cool. Avender might be at the bottom of the lake, thought
Reiffen bitterly, but the bard till took care his prisoner didn't burn histhroat on the vile potion.

"Well?" asked their leader when Hurl and Tipps returned.

Hurl squatted closeto the fire and rubbed his hands. "That one'sgone,” he said. "Sunk like astone.”
"We pitched him in head-on," said Tipps. "Never did come back up.”

"Pike be eatin' him now. Or one of them nasty waterpup.”

Reiffen hung his head. The bandits return left no doubt about Avender'sfate. Not that it really
mattered. Avender was probably better off drowned. At least that way he wouldn't be taken to Ussene.

Satisfied with Hurl and Tippss report, Mindredll turned back to his potion. Gingerly he touched the sde
of the pot with hishand. Firgt aquick touch, then alonger one, as he felt the concoction to be amost
reedy. Finaly hedipped thetip of hisfinger carefully into the oily mixture and judged it sufficiently cool.
Wiping his hand carefully on his pants when he was done, he brought the pot to Reiffen.

"Givemeahand here," he said curtly to hismen.

Ike and Hurl stepped forward. Reiffen scooted backwards away from them and banged his head on
the rock behind him. The two banditstook hold of him firmly by the neck and shoulders and forced him
closer tothefire.

"Tilt his head back and open hismouth," said Mindrell.

They pulled Reiffen's head painfully backward by the hair. A filthy hand forced his mouth open. Above
him stood Mindrell with the reeking kettle. The meta lip was till hot, but not scalding. The boy choked
asthe awful liquid was poured down histhroat. The taste was even worse than he had imagined. Old
mice came to mind, and the insides of insects, and dirt mixed with blood as he coughed and gagged. He
swallowed despite himself, and enough of the mixture passed into his ssomach that he soon felt horribly
sck. Dizziness quickly followed. The glowing fire, the black sky, and the sneering faces of his captorsal
began to spin around him. They swirled faster and faster until findly they dissolved into awhirling mix that
drained him off to some place far away. He thought for amoment of what Mennon must havefet ashe
was pulled down benesth the earth by the rush of the river, and then he no longer thought much of

anythinga al.

After that there was only adistant numbness. The banditslet him go and he fell heavily to hisside. It
seemed to take the better part of amidsummer's day before he finaly hit the ground. The world was very
far away. He could seeit, but it had become so remote that seeing it redlly didn't matter. He was quite
comfortable where he was. What happened in the world outside was completely unimportant. 1t had
nothing to do with him at al. Asfar as he was concerned, he was adeep a homein hisbed, the quilt
pulled up snugly againgt his chin. The birds that nested in the eaves beyond hiswindow were dready
busy with the morning. Any minute he would wake, and the sky would be blue, and boats would be flying
fredy acrossthe lake below. And he and Avender would have many thingsto do.



Reiffen was amost surprised when he did wake and found no sign of hisfriend. Nor was there any soft
mattress beneath him, and no cozy comforter pulled up to his chin. Instead he found himsdlf lying cold
and wet upon rough ground, &l his muscles aching and sore. Hefelt asif he had been walking for days.
But the worgt ache of al wasthe onein his head. It throbbed painfully, far worse than thefirst time he
and Avender had sampled Hern's best de. With agroan he opened his eyes. Boney's grimy face stared
down at him.

"He'swakin' up," said thethief. "Just like you said he would, harper. But | still don't know why you
don't just put him out again.”

"Because now weretoo far away for himto try running off. Right, Y our Mgesty?' The bard'sface
loomed behind the big-nosed thief.

Reiffen remembered. He wasn't safe a home in the Manor, and Avender was dead. He had no idea
where hewas. Around him it was bright day, and the peaks of high mountainsrose on every sde. He sat
up and found his hands were bound before him. Boney scowled and kicked him once, just to show he
could.

"None of that." The bard pushed the bandit roughly aside. "Y ou don't want to make our employer
unhappy, do you?'

Boney ducked nervoudy at the mention of who had hired him and moved off to sit with the other
bandits. They were camped in the lee of ahigh ridge, ajumble of fallen boulders around them. The sharp
peaks above shone brightly with fresh snow. Reiffen recognized none of them, but he guessed they had to
be somewherein the High Bavadars, deep in the mountains where he had never been before.

Mindrell approached, blocking hisview. Reiffen recognized the pack on the bard's back, and the
handle of the lute protruding over his shoulder. " So, how's your head, King?' the rhymer asked. "Fedling
much like ahike?' There was no real sympathy in hisvoice, so Reiffen didn't bother to answer. Instead
he tried to stand up, only to Sit right back down again as his head spun and the steep dope swirled
around him.

"Youll bedl rightinaminute” Ashe spoke, the bard reached for the knife in hisbelt, and Reiffen
gtarted back in darm. Mindrell laughed.

"| thought you were smarter than that, Y our Mgesty.” With one stroke of the blade he diced through
the cords binding the boy's hands. "Y ou dready know | don't want to kill you. The one I'm working for
requiresyou dive."

"Youkilled my friend," countered Reiffen sullenly. He would much rather have shown Mindrell he
didn't care what was done to him, but the man's congtant ridicule upset him, and he couldn't help but
answer.

The bard shrugged and pulled the boy to hisfeet. Thistime Reiffen felt only adight uneasiness. "We
aready went over that," said Mindrell. "What's doneis done.”

He turned back to hismen. "Hurl," he ordered, "give His Mg esty something to eat and well be off."

Reiffen rubbed his wrists where the rope had burned them. Still alittle wobbly, he put ahand against
the rock to steady himself. For thefirst time he noticed there were only two other bandits besides Boney.

None of the thieves made amove to do what Mindrell had ordered. He gave them ahard stare. "Y ou
heard me," he commanded. "Get on withit."



Reiffen, hishead till throbbing, watched as the three bandits stood up. Hurl took adight step forward.
He was a stronger-looking fellow than Boney—amost aslarge as Mindrell. But there was something in
the way the bard looked down at the thief that made the boy see Hurl as no more than half hisleader's
sze. The bandit thrust out his chin and puffed up his chest, but he till stood with his comrades close
behind him.

"The lads and me been havin' alittle talk,” he began, "and we made up our minds. We want what's
comin' to us, wedo. All of it. We don't want what Tipps got. We've had enough of mountains.”

"That'sright." Boney poked his big beak cautioudy out from behind Hurl's back. "What's to say you
an'tjus leadin' usround in circlestill weal fal an' bresk our necks, like Tippsy. Then you'l haveal our
pay to yoursdlf."

Mindrell put his hands on his hips and faced his three mutinous associates. Reiffen watched closdly.
Perhaps he might find a chance to escape while they were fighting among themselves.

"So. Youwant it dl," sadd Mindrdl, sill in command.
"That'sright."
"We done what we hired on for. No one said nothin' about riskin' our necks in the mountains.”

"Y ou can keep the boy," said Hurl. "But like | said, we want what's ours. What you got on your belt,
there, ought to do for agtart." He nodded toward the meager-looking pouch that hung at Mindrell's
wag.

"This?' Mindrell untied the pouch, keeping his eyes on the three men in front of him. Reiffen found
himsalf wondering what Hurl and the otherswould do if he helped them. Somehow he doubted they
would treat him any better once they got rid of the bard, whether he helped them or not.

Mindrell took a step closer to the bandits, and a step farther from the boy. "This?" he repeated,
dangling the thin purse before their eyes. ™Y ou foolsthink I'm carrying something around in this? Here.
It'syours.

He turned the pouch upside down; afew small coppersfell out onto the mountainside and rolled off
down the dope, glinting in the sunlight. Hurl did his best to ignore them; but, when the other two went
scrabbling greedily after each piece, he said over his shoulder, "WEIl share that out later, lads. Y ou know
he's probably got more he ain't showin' us.”

"l assureyou, that'sdl | have." Mindrell dropped the pouch to the ground after the coins. "But if the
three of you think you can overpower me, now'sthetimeto haveatry.”

He held hisarms carefully away from his sides. Something told Reiffen that Mindrell was quite ready
for an attack from hisdirection aswell. Glumly he realized he had never had achanceto escape at dl.
The bard was more than amatch for the four of them.

"Maybeyou can kill me," Mindrell went on. "Maybe not. But you'll haveto kill meif you try, or I'll kill
you. And, evenif you do kill me, you'l sill get no morethan what | just gave you. If you want anything
else, you'll haveto come aong the rest of the way. Where were going is one more day'stravel, and that's
whereyoull get what you have coming to you. Without me you'll never find the way yourselves, or the
way home, ether.”

The three bandits muttered uneasily asthey tried to decide whether Mindrdll wastelling them the truth.
Reiffen could seeit was ahard matter for them to balance their cupidity with their fear. On the one hand,
they weretired of climbing through the mountains, afraid that what had happened to Tipps would happen



to them aswell. On the other, there was the promise of pay.

Sowly the bard lowered his hands. The moment of danger had passed. "Don't forget,” he added with
one of hiseasy amiles, "Tipps died when hetried to go his own way back thereontheice. Didnt | tell
him that bridge would never hold hiswelght? Stick with me and you'll dl befine. Y ou know you can't find
your way out of these mountains without me. Or that the Bosswould even let you, if you don't show up
with the boy."

Thelast of the thieves determination dribbled away. "Okay," said Hurl, till determined to save alittle
face. "Well follow you for one more day, harper. But see here, if we don't get to where we're goin' by
nighttime, well then that'sthe end of it. And we should be gettin' alittle somethin' morefor al our extra
trouble, too."

"Ddliver thisonewhere I'm taking him," said Mindrell coldly, "and you'll get whet | said you'd get. If
you want to dicker with the Boss, that's your nightmare. In the meantime you'll do asyou'retold, or I'll
kill you here and now. The boy will dowhat | tell him, with or without your help.”

Hurl grumbled amoment longer, but histwo companionswere over their rebelliousness. With Ike and
Boney till nosing around the rocks for any coppers they might have missed, Hurl grumbled and dug a
chunk of stale bread out of one of the packs on the ground. He tossed it to Reiffen, whose hands were
too Hiff to caich it. But the coarseloaf tasted just as good once he picked it up. With thefirst bite he
redlized he was ravenous and wolfed the rest.

Hewas gill working on the crust when Mindrell led them off westward dong theridge. It was early
morning, and the ky wasaclear, light blue, with afew thin wisps of cloud chasing one another through
the pesks to the south. Had he not been a prisoner, Reiffen would have enjoyed himsdlf immensely. He
had never been thisfar into the mountains before. An eagle soared in lazy circleshigh in the air above
their heads. At the top of the ridge the bard halted for amoment and shaded his eyeswith hishand. He
stared at the bird and the peaks around them for along moment before leading them on.

They followed no trail. Degp in the mountainsthisfar from Vaing therewere no trails. All the same,
there were only so many routes one could follow through the londly pesks. Everything else was
impassableto al but mountain goats and birds. Steep cliffs and dopes made treacherous with broken
rock forced the bard to follow the easiest way aong the ridgelines and through the few passes that could
be climbed. Inthe vdleysfar below Reiffen saw distant streams foaming through high falls and narrow
chasms, with dl the pent-up tumult of spring.

Mindrell led the way, with Hurl and Reiffen in the middle and ke and Boney bringing up therear. The
ground benesth the boy's feet was an endless crumble of dirty ice and stone, except in the passes, where
they found fresh snow. Strong winds buffeted them from the north whenever they came out of the lee of
the cliffs, and in al the narrow clefts and chimneys the wind was funneled againgt them. Thethieves
cloaks cracked about them like sailsin afull breeze. Reiffen had no cloak, but his clothes dried quickly in
the wind, which made him alittle warmer. He redlized it must have rained while he was under the bard's
spell but had no memory of astorm at al, or even of how much time had passed since hisfriend had
perished.

Pausing in thefirst of the passes, he looked back the way they had come. A sea of peaks glistened
behind him in the sunlight. The lake was nowherein sight. High asthey were, the mountains seemed small
in comparison to the vast blue barrdl of the sky. He thought he recognized Whitetooth among the tallest
of the mountains, but it was hard to tell, since he had never seen it from the west before. Desperately he
wondered what was happening in the Manor. Had search parties aready been sent out to look for him?
Had Avender's body been found?



His thoughts were cut short as Boney, who was next behind, gave Reiffen the first of many shovesto
get him going again. The boy held histemper and moved on. Ahead the mountains loomed taler than
those behind, and even the sky seemed lost and small. Somewhere in the midst of all those bright pesks
was High Enossin, tadlest of al the mountainsin the world. But Mindrdll had said they would reach the
end of their journey before nightfal, and that was surdly far too soon for Reiffen to catch sight of the king
of the Bavadars.

They halted for abrief rest shortly after noon. Hurl handed out another ration of stale bread and hard
cheese. Reiffen did asthe others and scooped up handfuls of the rapidly melting snow to quench his
thirg. It wastheir only stop of the morning, but Mindrell was not pushing them hard. Reiffen was glad of
that; he still had moments when his head spun dightly and his eyes glazed. He had been glad of the
chanceto pick hisway dowly acrossthe pitted snowfields and up the steeper dopes. Even so, the boy
was much more a homein the mountains than the thieves, who dipped and fdl congtantly, complaining al
the while. Without Mindréll to cut steps for them from the ice in the stegpest passes, they would never
have kept up. And they frequently had to be reminded not to make too much noise while they
complained. Everywhere they went, higher snowfieldsloomed overhead, frozen crusts just waiting for the
right amount of thaw, or some sharp sound, to send them crashing onto the dopes below. Reiffen
wondered if perhaps he ought to try and start an avalanche himself, counting on the snow to bury himin
the mountains before he was buried in Ussene. But that would mean giving up, and he found he wasn't
yet ready for that, no matter how frightened he was. He gill had some hope of rescue. At that very
moment, for al he knew, Redburr and Nolo might be in the pass behind him.

It was mid-afternoon when they began to descend. Reiffen followed Mindrell down along arm of the
mountain; below them atwisting net of steep valleys and deep gorges opened out between the peaks. To
his right the dope fdl sharply away into awide chasm, adark green wood lining the bottom. On the other
side amuch shorter drop led to abroad plain of cracked and dirty ice. Finding a spot to clamber down,
the bard took them to the edge of the frozen field, where they picked their way carefully among great
boulders and sudden fissuresin the snow. Reiffen heard the sound of running water everywhere, though
he saw no stream.

Theice ended suddenly in a steep drop to the valey. Mindrell was careful to keep away from the
frozen edge, which looked to Reiffen asif it was about to crumble away from the top of the cliff at any
moment. He followed the bard onto the bare rock at the side and looked out upon the prospect before
him. Severa streams gushed from the bottom of the glacier, bounding down the rocksto asmall pool
below. The path beyond appeared to be cut off, but the cliff was so filled with ledges and easy handholds
that the climb down wasn't difficult, even for the thieves. Mindrell led them on aroute that wasfairly dry,
the wind blowing the spray from the waterfdl in the other direction. Not ten minutes later Reiffen stood at
the base of the jagged dliff, the green line of the trees till in the distance below. Beside him the cascade
crashed into afield of broken stone.

They drank quickly from the pool and went on. At first they found the going easy beside the beck,
despite the broken rock that covered the mountainside. But when they came to the wood, where the
small firs shrouded them in abright, piney scent, they found the only open path was right down the middle
of the stream. Every sonewas dippery and dick. Reiffen sumbled and fdll into the water more than
once, dmost as often asthe thieves. Only Mindrell never lost his balance, no matter how poor the
footing. Boney and Ike complained loudly every timethey dipped so much asaboot hed in the water,
but Hurl said nothing. His mouth, however, grew tighter with each fresh wetting, and his scowl blacker.

They stopped again late in the afternoon at a place where a second, smaler brook from the north
joined the stream they had been following. Thin birches grew aong its banks. In among the rocks where



the two watercourses met were afew small pools. Reiffen took another meager meal from Hurl, then
went off to sit by himsdlf asfar from his captors as possible. He tried to look back the way they had
come, but the trees had grown too tall for him to see more than afew yards up the course of the stream.
His dight hope of rescue had faded completely asthe long afternoon wore avay. Numbly he gazed at the
water. At the other side of the pool Mindrell lay easily on hisback on aboulder, hishands behind his
head as he watched an eagle in the sky.

Hurl, who was busy keeping an eye on the bard while he ate, squinted upwards afew times himself.
He wiped the crumbs from his chin with the back of hisdeeve and said, "That hawk's been up therea
longtime"

Reiffen, hoping for another quarrel he might be better able to take advantage of, watched the bandit
caetuly.

"Itsan eagle," sad Mindrell.
"Eagle, hawk, what's the difference. What mattersisif it'saspy.”

The bard shrugged. But it was the sort of shrug that suggested he did indeed think the bird might be a
y.

"It'stoo high to shoot at." Hurl shaded his eyes and looked upwards again. "But we don't have any
bows, do we?"

The bard crossed one leg comfortably over the other. "The question is," he observed, "if the eagleisa
sy, whose sideisit on? Ours or theirs?' He turned to Reiffen. "What do you think, Y our Mgesty? s
that your Shifter friend up there trying to spy us out? Or isit someone my employer has sent dong to
make sure | do my job?!

Reiffen set hisjaw firmly and made no reply. Thistime he was determined not to respond to the bard's
mocking scorn. But Reiffen hadn't thought of Redburr looking for him asabird, and for amoment his
hope returned. He looked up at the sky. The eagle circled lazily, its feathers crimson and gold in the
westering sun. Mogt likely it was just ahunting bird. Had it been Redburr, it would have swept down at
onceto save him. It was just like Mindrell to tempt him into getting his hopes up.

The bard laughed softly. Y ou'reright,” he said. "It's probably not your friend. Whatever it is, though,
right now it can see the color of our eyes—"

At the other end of the pool there was aloud splash and much cursing from Boney.

"Now look what you've gone and made me do!" he exclaimed. He scrambled out of the pooal, his
clothes plastered againgt his skinny body. "Just when | was dry again, too!"

Mindrell sat up on hisrock and looked at the aggrieved thief. Y ou've gotten your own sdlf wet," he
pointed out. "No oneesehad ahand init.”

"If you'd brought some decent grub | wouldn't have to try my hand at fishin' with my hat." Boney set
himsdlf down on the nearest boulder, water pouring off him. "Not my fault my foot dipped.” He grumbled
on as he removed his boots and poured two long draughts of water back into the stream.

Mindrell stood up and crossed over to the smaller beck. He didn't look back at the sky. "Weve
wasted enough time," he said. "Thisis the way were going now. It's not much farther.”

"So you've been here before?' said Hurl suspicioudy.
"Of course I've been here before," snapped the bard. "How do you think | know the way?' He shook



his head at the misfortune of having to work with fools and walked off up the stream, leaving the othersto
follow.

Reiffen eyed the other way, where the two streams flowed on down the mountainside through the
trees. But Boney was aquiet one and before the boy could make up his mind about trying to make arun
for it hefdt the thief'swet hand poking him in the back.

"Get dong, you," snarled thelittle man. "I've haf amind to push you in, too, just to keep me

It was nearly evening by the time they followed the second brook up ashort cliff to the last of the woods.
Through the trees Reiffen saw a high meadow that reminded him of the fields back home. He thought of
the pasture that stretched up Baldun on the other side of the Neck from the Manor, and of the times his
mother had held his hand and walked with him up that green dope when he was small, to the woods and
hisfather's grave. For amoment he felt very sorry for himsdlf. At least Avender had died quickly. No one
had ever said the same about the Wizards captives. Reiffen brushed hiswelling tears away, not wanting
the thievesto see hisweakness. But the sadnesslingered dl the same.

Not until he came out of the trees did he redlize this wasn't a pasture like the ones back home,
Halfway up the dope acircle of tall white stones rase ominoudy from the lush green of the grass, like the
tips of some great and terrible claw buried deep beneath the meadow. Mindrell headed straight toward
them. Already he had crossed haf the distance and was walking steadily up the course of the stream.

Reiffen hated, wondering what was waiting for him at the center of the stones frozen grip. Boney gave
him another exasperated shove from behind. The boy, his patience finally exhausted, whirled around.
Better to be killed here, he thought, than taken to Ussene. He caught the thief aquick blow on the side of
the head. Boney staggered back and tripped across the rocks in the stream, cracking his shinson the
stones.

The smdl thief had dso had enough. Quick asaflash he pulled his knife from his belt and scrambled
after Reiffen. "That's about it right there, that is," he said as he advanced. "'Y ou're gonna get yours now,

boy.

Reiffen backed into the meadow, his heart beating wildly. He had never actudly beenin ared fight
before, and saw at once that atraining match didn't even begin to approach the desperation of the real
thing. Thiswasn't the same as wrestling with Avender, or practicing swordsmanship with Ranner.
Especidly when he had no wegpon of hisown.

Ike rushed up from the woods below. "Hey, Bone!" he cried. "What'swrong with you? That's our
medl ticket you're lookin' to dice.”

Boney turned on ke and menaced him with the knifein turn. "Watch yoursdlf, friend. Y ou just leave
me be. I'm not gonnakill him. I'm just gonnaleave him with afew marksto remind him of old Boney.
Maybe I'll keep me an ear or two to remind myself."

He turned back to Reiffen and came forward dowly, his smile dmost as sharp as hisnose. Reiffen
didn't doubt Boney knew hisway around aknife. The boy backed deeper into the grass, trying his best
not to trip over the thick clumps. And to keep from covering his ears with his hands.

Boney took another step forward. Reiffen readied himsdlf to turn and run. There was asharp, stinging
sound as something whizzed quickly between the two of them from the direction of thetall stones.

"Okay, Boney. Y ou've had your fun. Put away the blade.”



Boney looked at Mindrell, who was standing close to the nearest stone, a second missle dready in his
ding. But Reiffen never took his eyesfrom the knife. He knew the brave thing to do would beto charge
the thief while he was distracted, but at the same time he doubted he would be successful if he did.
Letting Mindrdll handle the Situation seemed amuch better idea.

"Y ou keep off, harper,” warned Boney, his gaze returning to the boy. "Thisan't none o' yours. Ike
saw him knock me down. It's about time His Mgesty here got ataste of where he'sgoin'. | don't think
the Bossisgonnacareif hean't got both ears.”

"Now, that'sjust where you're mistaken.” Mindrdll waked forward, quickly cutting the distance
between him and the thief. "Our employer was quite specific about the boy's condition. ‘Untouched' was
how he put it."

"I'm not gonnatouch him," said Boney with an evil laugh. "It'smy knifeés gonnatouch him.”

Hetook another step forward. Almost immediately there came aloud crack as Mindrell banged a
gtone off the thief's skull. Reiffen saw the missile bounce high inthe air after it sruck. By thetimeit came
back down Boney was stretched ouit flat on the ground.

Reiffen froze. The sound of rock on bone was worse than Avender's splash. He hadn't known then
what the sound meant until after it had passed. Thiswas different. Thistime aman had been struck down
right infront of him. Ike garted forward, to seeif hisfelow bandit was ill dive, but Mindrdll cut him
short before he reached the spot where Boney had fallen.

"Leave him be. HE's gotten his pay. Now ther€lll be more for the rest of us. Hurl, go on back and help
Ike bring the boy up to the circle.”

Mindrdll went back up the valey toward the stones. Trembling fearfully, Reiffen tore himsdlf free of his
trance and turned to follow. Mindrell's skill with ading had taken away any ideathe boy might have had
left about escaping to the trees now that there was only one bandit behind him. He got one look at
Boney's body as he went by, and the sight of the dark blood 0ozing from the thief's head onto the thick
green grass made him come close to fainting. He ssumbled over the stones, not caring how wet he got as
he lurched up theicy stream. His heart pounded as hard as before and his head spun, though neither knife
nor potion threatened him any longer. Even the threat of Ussene paled beside the quick violence thrust so
sharply into hislife.

Somehow he managed to regain ameasure of control by the time he reached the ring of stones. Ashe
stepped between the dabs he forced himself to look at the circle, if only to get his mind on something
other than Boney and Avender. The stones weretall and white, and unlike any rock he had ever seen
before. Their smooth paeness was more like the bleaching of old wood at the edge of the lake than any
rock he had ever seen. There were thirteen of them altogether, each half again astdl as Mindrdll but not
much wider, spaced irregularly around the circle. None had fallen, but only one or two stood straight.
Mostly they leaned thisway and that, left and right, forward and backward. They looked far older than
anything Reiffen had ever seen. And then he realized that was what made them seem so odd. Exposed
stone was aways pitted and worn; the surface of the rock aways showed the signs of age. But these
stones, though they were smooth as his own face, were plainly very old. He couldn't tell how he knew,
but fill heknew it dl the same.

Despite himself, he shuddered. The strain of his encounter with the thief would not go away. He sat
down with his back to the nearest stone and tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry as bone.

Mindrell stood just insde the ring on the short, yellow grass, which was not at al like the lush growth
of the meadow beyond. Much of it was blackened, and the earth blackened around it, asif recently
burned. Here and there the ground itself had heaved and crumbled, asif whatever had seared the grass



had not been content with the burning but had needed to rip up everything by the rootsaswell in some
places, before trampling it al back underfoot. It was adead, evil place. Even the smdll was different, asif
the very moisture of the air had been boiled away, leaving only dry dust inits place.

The wind freshened, ruffling Reffen's shirt asit swept through the stone ring from the north. Hurl and
Ike stepped warily into the circle behind the bard. Outside, the grass bent in waves of mottled green. An
edge of dark cloud appeared behind the wind and began creeping toward them. Mindrell shaded his eyes
with his hand and looked up at the thickening sky. Therewasno sign of theeagle at all.

Ike flopped down in fatigue with his back against one of the rocks, but Hurl looked about in evident
anger.

"Isthiswhere you been leadin’ us?' he demanded. A clap of thunder rolled out of the north, though
they had seen no lightning. "What're we supposed to do here? There's a storm comin'. Least we can do
isget back under the trees.”

"Thisiswherewe get paid,” said Mindrell. Heignored the swiftly growing darknessto the north, and
the wind whipping hisdark hair around hisface. "Y ou have to expect alittle weather when you work for
the sort of people we do." He leaned back against the stone closest to Reiffen, careful not to knock his
instrument against therock. A heavier gust of wind swept over the ridge upon them.

Ike scuttled nervoudy back outside the edge of the circle. "I don't likethisplace,” he said. "Maybe we
should just take our pay and go."

Hurl said nothing but cast a careful eye around the stones. Whatever he was looking for, when he
didn't find it his eyes narrowed and he looked at Mindrell suspicioudy.

"Say, whereisour coin, anyway?"' he asked. "Y ou said you had it here, harper. What'd you do, bury
it?"

Mindrell remained at ease againgt the stone. The dabs seemed to grow whiter asthe evening
darkened.

"l didn't say | had the money here mysdlf. What | said was you'd get what you're owed once we
delivered what was wanted. Now we have to wait for our employer to show up. Judging from thewind, |
don't think itll be very long."

"Listen here." Hurl took an angry step forward, histemper bresking. "Theres magic here, clear as can
be. Now we don't care who we work for, long as the silver'sright. And we're not afraid of anybody,
neither. But we dont like dl this moonshine and mystery—"

Hisvoice was cut short by atremendous bolt of lightning that struck the stone two over to hisleft, and
aclap of thunder that made everyone's earsring. Reiffen legpt up, his heart thumping in answer to the
blast. Hurl aso jumped about two feet, but when he came down he had his sword out and was facing the
stone with the air of someone who expected something else to follow the thunder. Beyond the circle, ke
peered fearfully above the grass. Reiffen's eyes darted about in the growing darkness. He could see
plainly enough something was coming. But how important that something was, or what it would be, he
gtill wasn't sure. Then the thought occurred to him that another bolt might strike the stone behind him and
he stepped deeper into the circle.

Mindrell remained unaffected. ™Y ou'd better put your sword away,” he said to Hurl. "Hewont likeit if
he thinksyou're threstening him."

There was another bright flash of light and instant clap of thunder, thistime at the center of the sone
ring. Reiffen jumped backward and wondered if any place insde the circle was safe. He watched as Hurl



turned round and round uncomfortably, trying to make sure nothing was snesking up on him from behind.
Theair itsdf smelled burnt.

"He'shere" said Mindrdl.

Reiffen looked, but there was no onein the circle. He turned to the bard, who was no longer leaning
eadly againgt the stone but had regained hisfeet and waslooking to the north. Reiffen followed his gaze
and saw, out of the darkness, atall man walking toward them. A very tall man, heredlized asthefigure
entered the circle, his head higher than any of the dabs.

Heknew at onceit was a Wizard. Nothing €l se could be so large, or have such power. Awestruck,
the boy crouched back againgt the smooth dab behind him, dmaost wanting to knedl more than flee. He
wondered which of the Three had cometo fetch him, and knew it hardly mattered.

Into the middle of the circle the Wizard strode easily, his hand resting on the pomme of hismassve
sword. Except for his great size, he looked no different from a human. He wore adoublet of dark velvet
and loose trousers of the same materid. A circlet of slver crowned hisdark hair. With his beard trimmed
short he looked every inch the powerful king, only twice the size. Even Redburr would look like amouse
besde him.

"Ah, Mindrell. Y ou have completed your task." The air quivered asthe Wizard spoke. Hisvoice was
as deep as the earth.

"Thank you, lord." Mindrell bowed low before his master, sweeping the ground with hiscap. "It ismy
pleasure to do your bidding."

"Whom are these others you have brought with you?"

The Wizard's gaze flickered once outside the ring, where Reiffen knew ke was cowering in the
meadow, then turned back to Hurl, who till crouched at the ready in front of one of the stones. When
the bandit realized the Wizard had turned his attention toward him, he dropped his short sword quickly.
It looked like a stickpin compared to the Wizard's blade.

"I had to hire othersto help me, my lord," answered Mindrell easily. "The boy would not just come
away. He had to be taken with force. They're waiting to be paid.”

"Arethey?With swords drawvn?' The Wizard laughed and the sky rattled darkly aong with his
laughter. 1t was avibrant laugh, filled with vigor and power, and rolled through the air like aswollen river
despite the approaching sorm. Reiffen was reminded of Cuhurran in Mindrell's song, and redlized at
once that this was Ossdonc who had comefor him.

The Wizard stepped closer to Hurl. Drawing his great weapon from its sheath, Ossdonc diced the
bandit's head from his shouldersin one smooth motion before the bandit could move. So fast washis
stroke that the blade remained unbloodied, flashing darkly as another burst of lightning crashed acrossthe
stones. Still chuckling, Ossdonc shesthed his weapon.

Stunned, Reiffen sat back upon the withered grass, his back scraping the stone. Behind him he heard
Ike scrabble at the dirt, trying to bury himself; but the Wizard ignored them both. With great good nature
heturned to his chief hirding.

"l suppose you want your payment also?" Ossdonc boomed, scattering the thunder with hisvoicelike
ahawk chasing sparrows.

Reffen fully expected to see the bard's head fly acrossthe ring after Hurl's, but Mindrell stood easily at
onesdeof thecircle, asif hewerewithout fear asfar as Ossdonc was concerned.



"l seek no payment, my liege," the bard replied. ™Y our goodwill ismy satisfaction.”

Ossdonc threw back his head and laughed again, his voice bounding back and forth between the
stones. "'Y ou were dways the cozener, Mindredll. Tell mewhat you will, I know you will never be pleased
unless your pocket grows heavier from our acquaintance. Here."

Ossdonc held out hishand. A small pouch appeared between his fingers. Lightly he tossed the bag to
the bard, who caught it heavily. In the Wizard's grip the prize had seemed atrifle, but Mindrell had to
hold his sack of plunder with both hands.

"And what will you do now?' the Wizard asked.

Mindrell couldn't shrug under the weight of hisreward, but he still managed to give the appearance of
the gesture. "It will take some time to spend this, my lord. Y our generosity is, as usud, greater even than
that of the Bryddin."

"That iswhy you work for me and not them." Ossdonc put his hands on his hips and laughed again.
The ground shook beneath hisfeet, and the thunder boomed againgt the ridges around him. "But perhaps
you would rather return with meto Ussene?' The Wizard raised an eyebrow as he suggested this course
to hishirding, asif he did not expect Mindrell to particularly like the invitation.

"I am yoursto command, sire," replied the bard, playing to Ossdonc's vanity rather than hisjests.
Mindrell bowed his head in submission and spread hisarms, his bag of gold faling to the ground with a
thud that was|ost beneath Ossdonc's fresh pedl's of laughter.

"Pick up your ransom,” Ossdonc told him. "It offends me to see you neglect such treasure. | must
begin my preparations and you, if you truly do not wish to return to Ussene, must leave the henge.”

All thistime, though the Wizard had paid no attention to Reiffen, it had not once occurred to the boy
to try and sneak away. There was no spell over him, yet Ossdonc's presence was more powerful than
any spell. Reiffen had seen what had happened to Hurl and had no doubt that escape wasimpossible. So
he had sat with his back to the stone and watched in horror asthe Wizard killed one bandit as casudly as
he might swat afly, then toyed with Mindrell like alion with an ant. Hewas ill sitting with his back to the
same stone when the Wizard turned and said to him, in atone that was both enchanting and commanding:

"Come, boy. Stand besde me."

Ossdonc held out one hand, a king beckoning to his small subject. Reiffen rose at once. Wereit not
for the taunting in the Wizard's eyes and mouth, he might almost have gppeared before Reiffenin
benevolence. The boy bardly noticed as Mindrell chose that moment to recover hisbag and haul it
heavily out of thering.

With Reiffen beside him, Ossdonc drew his sword once more and pointed the blade toward the sky.
Reiffen could fed theweight of it asthe weapon passed before him. It was twice the size of any sword he
had ever seen, black as cold iron. Nothing reflected in that blackness, not the flashes of lightning that
increased and blazed around them as the Wizard rai sed the wegpon, nor the face of Reiffen ashe
redized findly that no one was going to rescue him.

The great sword pointed toward the heavens. Lightning crashed and struck. Then Ossdonc began to
gpeak. The congtant thunder was s0 loud that even the Wizard's voice could scarcely be heard. Reiffen
felt it, though, in the rumbling that seemed to pass down Ossdonc's velveted legs and through the earth to
freeze him to the ground. Asthe Wizard spoke, the sky began to whirl about his head and the flashes of
lightning to swirl dong with it. He gathered the tempest's power into himsdlf, to usein thewizarding he
would employ to take them away.



Their gaze was torn from the sky as a sudden rush of wind passed by them from the south, separate
from the sorm. Reiffen fet himself lifted and carried beyond the Wizard, who gave aroar of ragefar
more fearsome than any din of thunder. Great wings beat round the boy'sface; apair of heavy talons
painfully pierced his shoulders. For abrief moment he looked up and saw the crudl beak and dark eyes
of ahuge eagle, and knew the bird was Redburr. But Reiffen had never seen those eyes|ook |ess human.
They were jet-black, as black as Ossdonc's sword, and glared asfiercely. But their ferocity wasfor his
sake, and hisfear suddenly gave way to thrilling relief.

But he was too heavy for even Redburr to carry far. Asthe Shaper strained to lift them past the stone
circle, ablast of light and thunder smashed against one of the bird's great wings. With acry of pain the
Shaper let go of the boy and fluttered clumsily on. Reiffen fell heavily to the ground, stunned by the twin
shocks of hisfall and the closeness of the Wizard's blast.

Ossdonc stepped forward to retrieve his captive. Redburr flapped weakly on the ground just beyond
the stones, hisleft wing smoking. Therewasno sign of Mindrell or 1ke, but al of asudden anew figure
came rushing out of the darkness toward the Wizard. He caught Ossdonc agrest blow on the leg behind
the knee. Thetall Wizard howled with pain. Nolo, for it was the Dwarf who had come from beyond the
circle, raised his axe for another blow. He was no more than athird of Ossdonc's height, yet such was
the Dwarf'sferocity that the struggle seemed more than equdl.

Therain began to fall in buckets. Ossdonc warded the Dwarf's second blow with his black sword, and
the clash of the two weapons sent great sparks soaring upward against the scorm. With atwist of his
wrist the Wizard spun Nolo's weapon out of his grasp, but the Dwarf closed to grapple with the giant
before he could be struck by the blade. The two of them locked tightly together as the rain poured down
around them. Ossdonc twisted his sword arm free of the Dwarf's grasp and raised it for amighty stroke.
But even the Wizard's great strength was usdaless againgt the stony Dwarf. Nolo caught the bladein his
hand—not even that weapon was sharp enough to cut through a Bryddin's skin—and twisted it away,
amost knocking Ossdonc over in the process. The Wizard responded by catching the Dwarf aheavy
kick inthe sde. Nolo swung off the ground like arag doll under the blow but kept hisgrip on the
Wizard's sword. Ossdonc swung the blade quickly from side to side in an attempt to dislodge him, but
the Dwarf clung with al his strength even as he was waved back and forth above the burnt grass of the
crcle

Reiffen rose groggily to his knees. His head hurt from the force of the bolt that had wounded Redburr,
and his chest ached from hisfal. For amoment he forgot where he was and what had happened to him
ashetried to clear his head and catch his breath. He looked up just as Ossdonc kicked the Dwarf free
from his blade with a blow that would have broken every bone in any human body. Nolo tumbled severa
feet through the air and landed on the broken earth at the far edge of the circle. With acry of triumph the
Wizard legpt at Reiffen and seized hisarm. A look of anguish crossed Nolo's face as he caled out, "Run,
Reiffen! Run!" But hewastoo late.

A balt of lightning knifed into the grassin front of the Dwarf; aclap of thunder boomed acrossthe
stones. Ossdonc jerked Reiffen to hisfeet and dragged him back to the center of the henge. He pointed
his sword straight up at the sky and cried:

"RETURN!"

A single flash of lightning reached down out of the sorm to lick thetip of the black sword. For abrief
moment Ossdonc glowed brightly; Reiffen hung limply in hisgrasp. Thick gouts of flame boiled out from
the standing stones towards the center of the circle, where they twisted together and spat upwardina
writhing rope of fire. The heat blasted the Dwarf, drying him completely. Then fire and Wizard were
gone, and Reiffen with them. Rain-soaked darkness followed.



| SSINLOUGH

And Areft, after he created the world,
created humans to fill the world.
And then he began to hunt them.

7
Ferrisand Giserre

A vender found Nolo cradling Redburr's limp head in the grass beyond the stone circle. There was no
sgn of Reiffen. Besde the Dwarf apae gem shone thinly within the patch of trampled meadow. Its clear
light reveded the feathers dong one of Redburr's wings and up the side of his head were scorched al the
way to the skin.

"Is he dead?' whispered the boy.

Nolo shook hishead. Helifted the bird in hisarms and carried him to the edge of the brook. With a
cloth from his pack, he bathed the wound in the stream'’s cold wate.

Avender followed with the lamp, the rain coursing down his head and shoulders. "Where's Reiffen?' he
asked, hardly daring to breathe.

Nolo shook his head a second time. Avender's heart sank. Mutely he knelt in the soft earth, not
knowing what to think or say. A cold, empty feding swelled up insde of him asthe Dwarf told him about
the fight at the standing stones.

When he was finished, Nolo gestured toward the henge. The white rocks were streaked with dark
patchesfrom therain. "Those stones are very powerful,” hesaid. "They're Inach.”

"Inech?'

"Heartstone in your tongue, lad. The True Rock, though it'sfar rarer to you on top of theworld than to
those of usbelow.” Nolo smoothed afeather on the side of Redburr's neck; the quill fell awvay from the
skin at histouch. The Shaper stirred and looked for amoment asif he might wake, then settled back into
troubled dumber.

"What about Mindrdll?" asked the boy, hiseyes Htill lingering on hiswounded friend.

"Ranner and the others are searching for him, but | don't think they'll find him."

They passed mogt of the night outside the circle of stone, camped with Redburr in therain. The foresters,
however, moved down to the shelter of the trees at the bottom of the dell. As Nolo had foreseen, they
had lost Mindrdl'strail in the stony ridge above the valley. But they till had two prisonersto watch,



including one with abloody bump on the side of his head where he claimed the bard had tried to murder
him. Ranner, knowing exactly what Hern would say should he bring home an ailing Avender aswell asno
Reiffen, wanted the boy to come down with him out of the wet; but Nolo told him not to worry, that he
would look after the boy. Then the Dwarf spent the rest of the night studying the stones.

The rain hissed on the sodden grass; Avender tried to keep awake at Redburr's side. Whenever the
boy thought he wasfaling adeep in the dreary darkness he pinched hisleg, but it didn't help. Only the
faint odor of burnt festhers and skin assured him that Redburr was still close by in the matted grass.

He had been adeep for some time when he was woken by aloud thud. Jumping to hisfeet, he shouted
out at once, thinking Ossdonc had returned. Nolo hurried over from the circle to see what waswrong. At
his forehead his gleaming lamp bobbed; he had atached it to hisiron circlet to leave his hands free while
working. In the pale, shining light Avender was astonished to see that Redburr was no longer abird. He
had changed back to his natural shape, and now the smell of wet fur was added to that of rain, grass, and
burnt feathers. The bear snored loudly.

"Hell hed quicker asabear," Nolo explained a Avender's puzzled |ook.
"Was he awake?"

The Dwarf shook hishead. Raindropsflicked from thetip of his soggy beard. " Sometimes when the
stress gets to be too much for him, he just goes back to being a bear.”

That the Shaper would heal more quickly as abear reassured Avender greatly. He no longer needed
to worry about losing a second friend. Shivering in relief, he redized he was soaked to the skin for the
third timein thelast two days. Nolo noticed histrembling and decided it was time to send the boy off to
the foresters, regardless of how much he wanted to stay. Their warm fire glimmered through the trees at
the bottom of the dope.

"Hewon't wake again till sometime tomorrow," said the Dwarf. "Hell befinetill then. Y ou go get
wam."

Redburr did look more comfortable stretched out on the dark grass as a bear than he had asa bird.
The cold rain wouldn't bother him, now that he had his fur back. His wound looked much less serious as
well. Though the Shaper had grown larger in the change, the burn on his shoulder looked smdler. He
snuffled in his deep, rubbed his nose with one of hislarge paws, and snored comfortably again.
Completely forgetting the crash that had woken him, Avender went down to the fire and promptly fell fast
adeep asecond time. Thistime nothing interrupted him.

The rain stopped during the night; the morning opened wet and gray. Nolo came down from the meadow
to join them for breskfast, leaving Redburr to deep on done. Whilethey ate, the Dwarf and Ranner
decided the foresters and their prisoners should start back for Valing as soon as they broke camp. Nolo
and Avender would stay behind to take care of the bear, who might not wake for another day while he
hedled. But it wasimportant that news of what had happened be brought back to the Manor as quickly
aspossible, especidly the report that Reiffen had definitely been taken by the Three, and not by Brannis.
Aslong as Giserre thought the king had stolen her son, she would never rest until an army was on the
march to Rimwich to win him back. But Wizards were another matter.

After Ranner and the forestersleft, Avender took his stale bread and went back up to the meadow to
watch Redburr. Nolo followed, stamping loudly through the woods behind him. At the edge of the trees
the boy noticed that two of the standing stones had been torn down. They lay like large coffin lids on the



lush green grass not far from the matted patch where the bear was deeping. Avender remembered the
crash from the night before and wondered just what Nolo had been up to among the stones.

"I thought I'd sart taking it apart,” said the Dwarf as he came up beside the boy. "1 think I've broken
its power. Otherwise there was no telling when the Three might useit again.”

"But what if we could have found away to follow them?' asked Avender.

Nolo shook his head. "Magic won't work on me. And | don't like theidea of having so much power
lying around while we're waiting for Redburr to wake up. It's better theway it is."

They built astout shelter in the meadow while the bear dept, in case therain started up again. Mostly
that meant Avender fetched rocks and wood while the Dwarf knit both into a sturdy roof and walls
againg the doping grass. The sky continued gray and gloomy al morning, and the bare branches of the
trees showed like dark cracksin smoky glass while Avender gathered wood beneath them. There was
no sign of lifein theforest: no squirrels scampered; no robins or bluejays caled. It was asif the magic of
the day before had driven off everything that could flee.

Their shelter built, they spent the rest of the day in the meadow. Nolo went back to work toppling the
dabswhile Avender watched. Unlike the Dwarf, he couldn't dig long trenchesin the dirt with his bare
hands. Instead he sat beside the stream close to the bear while Nolo, with brute strength and mining skill,
sent the tal stones crashing to the earth one by one. Black dirt fountained high into the air asthey fell, and
the ground shook; but Redburr dept peacefully on.

Hewoke findly in the late afternoon, when Nolo was digging his sixth trench. Avender had returned
empty-handed from a search for mushroomsin the woods and was lazily tossing bits of grassinto the
chattering stream when Redburr gave a sudden grunt and sat up. Avender turned to greet him, but,
before the boy knew what was happening, the bear growled savagely and charged. Ingtantly Avender
curled up in abal on the ground. In the back of hismind he remembered Redburr telling him more than
once never to run from an angry bear. Terrified, he waited for one of those huge pawsto knock himinto
the rocky stream, or the powerful jawsto snap tight around his head.

But no attack came. His eyes shut tight, Avender tried not to tremble as he felt the bear lumber to a
stop beside him. A low, rumbling growl seemed to rise out of the earth itsalf. Hot breath steamed against
his cheek. Avender hugged his knees and wondered if the bear had gone mad because of the Wizard's
magic. He held his bresth as Redburr poked him with his muzzle and sniffed him from head to toe.
Gradudly the rumbling growl subsided. One huge paw rolled him over onto his back on thewet grass. A
rough tongue licked hisface.

"Open your eyes, boy. | won't hurt you now."

Avender opened his eyes. Redburr was sitting back on his haunches, licking his muzzle. He twisted
carefully to look at histender shoulder, and gave the wound afew swipeswith histongue. Then he turned
to Avender and asked, "What day isit?" His voice was dry and rasping.

"Tomorrow," said the boy. He swallowed carefully and wondered if heredlly was safe again. ™Y ou
didn't even degp awhole day."

"Fedslikel dept amonth. I'm hungry enough. Did we save him?"

Avender shook his head. The bear scratched his belly and said nothing more. When herolled forward
onto his paws the boy scrambled to his own feet and took a couple of careful steps backward. Redburr
ignored him and took along drink from the brook. Thirst satisfied, he limped across the grass to what
was |eft of the circle. Avender followed warily.



They found Nolo hard at work digging apit in front of one of the stones. The five dabs he had aready
knocked down had been replaced by five degp gashesin the earth. In the middle of the henge the
charred ground was atumbled mass of turf and soil, asif somelarge child had been turning the dead
earth with ashovd. Tal though the dabswere, haf their length was buried in the ground. Nolo had been
forced to dig deeply to upend them.

Helooked up from histrench asthey arrived and frowned as he caught sight of the boy. "What
happened to you?' he asked, his hard hands black with moist earth. ™Y ou look like fresh-cut chalk."

Avender sat heavily on the grass without answering.

"I dmogt killed him," explained the bear. He sniffed at the closest dab, and the ripped earth. "I wasn't
quite mysdaf when | woke up. Luckily the boy remembered what | taught him."

Nolo looked up at the boy's face with concern.
"I'm okay," said Avender. "I'll befineinaminute.”
Nolo turned to the bear. ™Y ou could at least apologize,” he said.

"Why would | do that?' The bear pawed at the grass. "Now he knowsto be careful whenI'mina
fighting mood. Remember that, boy. When the rage comes over me, it's best to keep out of the way.

Especidly if I'm hurt.”
"| thought you were deegping.”
"l was. Butif | go to deep fighting, chances are I'll wake up fighting, too.”

He licked hiswound again and clawed up alarge section of sod. Absently he began to eat whatever
grubs hefound clinging to the soil, hisjaws chewing stolidly like acow's. Then he walked over to the
nearest dab and sniffed the stone once more.

"You know," hesaid, clods of dirt tumbling from hismouth, "I think I've smelled stoneslike these
before.”

Nolo looked sharply away from Avender, his concern forgotten. "Y ou have?"

The bear nodded. His tongue swept around his heavy jaws, searching for any worms he might have
missed. "I'm sure | have. In Cuspor. And maybe Smmas. Y es, definitdly Smmas." He tore up another
swath of grass. "And therés onein the hills north of the Ambore, too." He stuffed a second pawful of
earth into hismouth.

"North of the Ambore!™ Nolo climbed out of hishole and clapped the dirt from his hands, now keenly
interested, as he joined the Shaper and the boy. "Redlly? How far north?Isit close to Grangore?”

"It'safew days east of Upper Crossing. There's atribe of woodlings nearby who can takeyoutoit.
It'stheir holy place, though. I'm not sure how happy they'll beif you teer it up like this. Why are you so
interested?"

"ThegoneisInach."

Redburr shrugged his uninjured shoulder. " Stone's your work, Bryddin,”" he said, snapping at afly that
buzzed past hisear. "The forest'swhat | know."

"Inach is heartstone in the human tongue,”" Nolo answered. "It's what the Sword was made of ."

Redburr forgot about insects and worms entirely. "Heartstone? If that'swhat it is, what's it doing up



here on the surface? How did it get into the mountains?’
"Wizard'swork, | guess. It seemsthe Three can shape Inach. We Bryddin can't.”
"Stone the Bryddin can't shape? | don't believeit.”
"It'strue. Weve never found anything strong enough to cut it. But that's al changed now.”

"Changed?' The bear's black nose wrinkled in confusion. "How'sit changed? All you've doneisfind
more heartstone, not something to cut it with."

The Dwarf smiled and stroked his beard. He always enjoyed teaching something new to the bear.
"How do you think we cut diamonds?' he asked.

"l have no idea. How do you cut diamonds?"
"With another diamond.”

Avender saw what Nolo was suggesting at once. "' So that means you can use this heartstone to cut
other pieces, right?"

"Exactly." The Dwarf stroked his beard and beamed.
"But you must have found pieces of heartstone you could cut with before,” said Redburr.

"That'sjust it," replied Nolo. "We haven't. Veins of heartstone are dways huge. They're what holds us
up over the Abyss, the bones of the earth. The only Inach any Bryddin has ever seen beforeistoo big to
be mined. But these dabs are perfect.” He placed his hands on his hips and gazed eagerly at the stone
laid out on the grass, asif he could hardly wait to get to work onit.

Redburr sniffed the nearest one once more. "It dmost makesit al worthwhile" he said after amoment.
"It does," agreed the Dwarf.
Thistimeit was Avender's turn to be confused. "All what worthwhile?' he asked.

"Losing Reiffen.” Redburr nodded at the stones around them. " There's enough heartstone hereto carve
into athousand swords."

Avender fdt it would take alot more than athousand swords to make up for losing Reiffen.

"At least athousand,” said Nolo. "And there are those other circles you mentioned, too. Especidly the
one by the Ambore. That'll be easier to get at than thisone here.”

The bear growled softly. "And the Wizardsled usright to it. Maybe Giserre will get her army, after
al." Hisblack eyes gleamed and hislips curled to bare his yelow teeth. Avender wondered if hewas
going to haveto curl upinaball onthe grassagain. "Only it'll probably cometoo late to save Reiffen.”

"We're not going to give up trying to rescue him now, are we?" asked the boy, though he was afraid he
aready knew the answer.

"No one's ever escaped from Ussene, boy."

"But we can't just leave him there." Avender kicked asmal stone at the edge of the pit. It struck the
bare earth on the other side with a satisfying thunk. "We haveto try."

The bear made no reply.



"What | don't see,” said Nolo dowly, "iswhat the Three hope to do with Reiffen now they have him."

"That's plain enough,” grunted the bear. "They'll use him to start arebdlion. That's always been their
way. Sow discontent and regp the harvest after. Theré's no lack of earsin Mamoret willing to listen to
any plan that ridsthem of Brannis. And Reiffenisthetrue her, after dl. Evenin Wayland there are
people who would join with him should he claim his birthright. The bloodshed that would follow would be
terrible, far worse than the last war. No matter how it came out, the Three would have their way. The
strength of Wayland and Banking wrecked, and the Wizards free to gobble up whatever's|eft. Even
Vding would fdl, intime. Mountainswon't keep out Wizards, not if there's nothing elseto stop them.”

"But what about the heartstone?' asked Avender. "If we can make new swords, why would we fear
the Wizards any longer?'

"It'snot the Wizards well be fighting, boy, if they havetheir way. It's other humans, with Reiffen at
their head, doing the Wizards work for them. A sword'sjust asword, asfar as humans are concerned.”

"Reiffen would never do the Wizards bidding," said Avender stoutly. "They killed hisfather."

"And yours, too," added the bear. "But when you've watched the Three aslong as | have, you won't
underestimate their power. Mothers might murder their own children at Usselss command. His skill liesin
changing the nature of things, twisting them to his own purpose. Were it only Ossdonc we had to fight,
we'd have won this battle long ago. But Usseiss skill is more subtle, and Fornoch's more cunning till.
Who do you think it was dew my fellow Shapers? Reiffen will do whatever they ask of him, believe me.
No one can withstand them, once they've fallen into their hands, except the Dwarves. And that's only
because Dwarves are made of different stuff.”

The bear turned back to the torn ground and clawed out another chunk of earth. He found no worms,
and let the black sod crumble from his paw back into the pit. Avender lay in the meadow and looked up
at theplain gray sky. A hawk spiraled through one corner of hisview, circling in and out of sght behind
the sde of the western ridge. Each loop brought the soaring bird abit less back into view, and each time
it disgppeared Avender found himsalf wondering whether it would return. And each time he had begun to
give up hopethat it would there it was, adark silhouette, motionless except for the curving passage of its
flight. It svung quietly acrossthe sky, until findly it passed away beyond the hard gray stone.

He refused to believe Reiffen was gone, no matter what the Shaper said. There had to be away to
rescue hisfriend. On his own he wandered through the meadow and the trees for the rest of the day,
dreaming wild plans. He would ride aone to the northern mountains and, wielding an Inach sword,
rescue Reiffen and day the Three! Hewould be ahero! Old Mortin would bang his cup on the table at
the Bass and Bull and call for asong about him. His dreams comforted him for awhile, but even while he
was dreaming, he knew they were impossible. Boys didn't become heroes, especidly not done. Mostly
they were captured, like Reiffen, and dragged away to die. Or worse.

He thought of one more question that night ashelay by thefirein front of Nolo's shelter.
"Redburr?’ he asked. "How'd the Wizards get their power?"

"Hmm?" The bear rolled his head deepily to the side and looked at Avender from the corner of one
dark eye.

"How'd the Wizards get their power?"
Redburr looked at Nolo, who shrugged and poked the hot coals with his toes.
"You think | should tell him, don't you," said the bear.



"I don't know why you've kept the secret so long.”

"It wasn't always a secret. Everybody knew once.” Redburr rubbed at hiswound with the flat of his
paw. "Then too much time passed, and everybody forgot. I've had to remind stewards and kings exactly
what happened more than once. It wasn't right for them to forget. But there was no reason to scare
anyoneds"

Avender waited patiently for the bear to go on. He was sure that, having started, the Shaper would
finish. But it was awhile before the bear findly spoke again. Thefire crackled in the night and Avender
had another a question ready when Redburr findly said:

"The power of the Three comes from Areft. Understand, boy, that Areft wasn't completely killed by
the Sword."

Avender sat up in surprise. Thin fear trickled down histhroat. "Wasn't completely killed? How can
anybody be only partly killed?'

"There's dways something left of Ina, boy. Like that right there." The bear nodded his heavy muzzle up
toward the henge, dark shadows dancing in the firdight across the stone. "Inach isthe bones of Bavadar.
Just asthe Bryddin are what's | eft of Brydds. And I'm what's |eft of Oeina. In the same way, when Areft
died, heleft behind the Wizards."

Despite himself, Avender peered fretfully at the shadows around them. He didn't like hearing Areft's
name on adark night in the wild mountains. Nolo reassured him with agrin.

"I don't see how anyone could forget that,” said the boy.

Redburr's deep voice rumbled. "It was along time before we knew for sure. We knew some of
Areft's power escaped when he was killed, but it was hard to tell what shape that power would take
when it re-formed. Y ears passed and there was never any sign of it, so most people forgot. All that was
|eft were the tales old men and women tell around the fire at night, about how Areft would come back
someday. Until Ussaisfindly showed himsdf inthe north.”

"When wasthat?"' asked Avender in awhisper, ill afraid to let even the dark night hear what he said.
"In King Essem'stime, before the Separation.”

"And before? When no one knew where they were?!

"More years than you can count, boy."

"But where were they al that time? Doesn't anybody know?'

Nolo chuckled. "Y ou sound like Ferris, lad.”

Avender frowned and dropped his eyesto thefire. "Ferrisisn't here.”

"So you have to ask the questions for her, eh? Nothing wrong with that." Nolo turned to the bear. "So
where were they? The Wizards, that is."

Redburr shrugged, his forepaws diding across hisfurry chest. "Theworld'sabig place. We don't even
know what's on the other side of the ocean. They could have been anywhere. Waiting, learning. Building

henges
"But how'd you know they were Wizards when they findly appeared?’ asked Avender.

"They couldn't have been anything ese. | did go north for awhile to make sure my suspicionswere



correct about Ussais. He dmost caught me, too, before | finished scouting out hisfortress— even then
he'd fashioned terrible new things. But | escaped, and came away having learned enough to know | was
right. And when Ossdonc appeared soon &fter, there was no more guessing about it. Ossdonc has never
been subtle.”

"And Fornoch?"

Redburr shook his massve head. His dark eyes shone with yellow flame from the fire, matching the
color of histeeth. "No one knows when Fornoch appeared. | knew there had to be three Wizards; but,
until hereveded himsdf asMartis, | had no ideawhere Fornoch was. Don't believe for aminute, though,
that Martiswas hisfirg disguise. Thereéve been more than afew timesin the past that might be explained
if it turned out Fornoch had been here dl aong.”

The Dwarf leaned forward and added afew more sticksto thefire. "The thing | don't understand,” he
sad, "iswhy the Three bother with dl this hocus-pocusinstead of just killing everybody outright and
getting it done with. That'sal Areft did, according to the old tales, after he made the world."

"Becausethe Three aren't Areft," answered the bear. "They have other things on their minds. And
perhaps they've learned that, if Areft can be destroyed by his own creations, so might they. After al,
they're not Ina, no more than you or |, and they know it. Ossdonc might be happy with such alife, but
not his brothers. Ussal's, especidly, seemsto want to rule. Perhaps because he can't create the way Areft
could, hewantsto control everything instead. And ruling is much the harder of the two, when matched
againg outright killing. It'seasier to kill awild horse than tameit.”

The bear stretched out dong the fire and blinked deepily. "Now, if you don't mind,” he said, "I think
I've answered enough questions. From both of you. Thefire's nice and warm and I'm ready to go to
deep. We have to be on our way back to Valing early tomorrow.”

Avender pulled his blanket close about him and crawled into Nolo's shelter. Stars stared brightly down
on him from the top of the night sky. Though the Dwarf had toppled al thirteen of the henge's stones, the
boy couldn't help but fedl they were still too close to the Wizards power. Areft's power. It was bad
enough knowing the Wizards strength was more than anyone el sg's; but now that Avender knew it was
redly Areft's, the thought of what might be happening to Reiffen seemed even worse.

They were three days on the return to Vaing. They might have enjoyed the journey had so much
sadness not been weighing on their minds. The season was turning, and the newly mild days coaxed up
fresh flowers and filled the icy streams. Rock that had seemed barren afew days before now glittered
with pockets of white cowbells and tiny yellow daises. But the travelers thoughts were esawhere:
Avender on the plight of hisfriend, Redburr on his next good meal and what he was going to say to
Gisarre, and Nolo on trying to work out some way to rescue Reiffen. HewasaDwarf. And being a
Dwarf, Avender knew, meant preferring to pass the timein Bryddin fashion, digging about for waysto fix
aproblem.

Hern, Berrdl, and Gisarre met them at the lower dock on their return, with Ferris hopping impatiently
back and forth behind them. Old Mortin was there, too, shaking his head mournfully. Thelinesin hisface
seemed deeper from an erosion of tears. "To think | shared aglasswith that Mindrell!" he said with a
doleful hiccough. "Charmed usdl, hedid. | should have known there was something wrong with that
rascd."

Redburr bowed his head to Giserre as soon as he set his paws on the cold stone quay. Even on dll
fours he was dmost astall as she, and the Lady Giserre was not a short woman. "I'vefailed,” he said.

"I have heard thetae," shereplied. "Y ou did what you could." Shewore asimple dress, black as
night; but it was adressfrom Mamoret and outshone anything anyone in Vaing might have worn, for al



itsplainness.
"Name your punishment, my lady," said Redburr humbly, "and | will accept it."

Giserre pursed her lips. "You lose my son,” she asked, her anger cold, "and yet you propose| et you
off with punishment? Perhaps you would like adunking, or an afternoon in the stocks? No, Redburr, |
will not allow you to escape so easily. What | wish isthat you tell me the steps you intend to taketo try
again. What will you do to return my son to me?' She stared at the bear with terrible eyes. Her face
might well have been cut from stone.

A sorrowful rumble escaped from Redburr's deep chest. "Y our sentenceisjust, my lady,” he
answered. "But | doubt that raising an army to storm the north will achieve your ams.”

Gisareseyesflashed. "It isthe only way," she said.

"Even were Brannislikdly to raise ahost to storm Ussene, Ussais need only day your son in plain sight
to defeat your purpose.” The bear regarded her steadily, his smal eyesintent and hislarge mouth closed.

"Here now," brokein Berrel, one eye on the children. "Thisisn't the place to discuss such things. Let's
go upgtairs”

He stood aside for Gisarre, who lifted her long skirt as she swept past. Hern led them up the curving
gair, lamp in hand. Through the cellars and up to the kitchen they went, where Hern told Ferristo help
Avender find something to egt. "Anything hewants,” she said, wagging astern finger a her daughter.
"Anything. After what he's been through I'm sure he's hungry as Redburr. There are pickled edsin the
tub and some of last night's oatcake in the pantry. I'll be with Giserre and the othersin the library, but if
there's anything else you need, Avender," she added, "I'll try not to be too long."

Inaswirl of white apron she bustled away. Avender sat down at the kitchen table and told the story of
everything that had happened, from Mindrell meeting them on the stairsto Nolo digging up the stones,
while Ferrisand everyone e se listened and hel ped him to whatever he wanted to eat. The only thing he
didn't mention was that the henge was made of heartstone. Redburr had given him gtrict ingtructions not
to speak of that to anyone, preferring that knowledge to be kept secret aslong as possible. Most of the
story had aready been heard from the foresters, but no one minded listening to the tale again. Avender
guessed it would be the end of summer before anyonein Valing began to tire of that.

"And you found no sign of that wicked harper?'
"I hope hefdl off adliff and broke his neck.”

"Hell find it broke for him if he ever comes back here again!™ Tinnet clenched hisfist and scared even
himself at the extent of his sudden courage.

Avender ate hungrily for along time, but Hern had till not returned when he was finaly done. So he
went out with Ferristo Redburr's favorite sunning spot beyond the orchard, where they watched the
fishermen on the lake cagting their nets and lines. Theice beneeth the western cliffs had melted amost
completely in the week he had been gone, and large floes drifted on the current toward the gorge. A few
dark shapes played in the water near Nokken Rock. Ferris asked only afew questions, even when
Avender mentioned what Redburr had told him about the Wizards.

"Y ou haveto take me with you next time," she said instead.

Avender tossed a pebble out from the cliff toward the lake below, its splash too smdl and far away to
be noticed. "Therewon't be anext time," he said. "Redburr saysit'simpossible to rescue anyone from
Ussne"



"That may be what Redburr says," said Ferris, "but he hasn't been stuck here with Gisarre. Y ou know
shell make him do something.”

"Evenif she does, they won't take me along. Berrel didn't want meto go thistime. | wasn't much help,
anyway. If anything | probably held them back."

"Y ou found the canoes."
"Skimmer found the canoes."
" Skim wouldn't have been thereto find them if it wasn't for you.”

Avender shrugged. He couldn't completely deny his part, but he still didn't believe he had done that
much.

"If therés going to be awar,”" he said findly, "they won't be bringing girlsalong. Or boys."
"That'swhat they think."
"It'snot that smple, Ferris.”

"l think it is" She set her handsfirmly in her Igp and looked out over the sparkling weter. "Therésno
reason we can't go. Sword bearers and pages go to war, just the same as captains, you know."

"I'll let you try to convince them. Meantime I'll be out on the lake fishing with Skim."
Shelooked &t her friend in sharp surprise. 'Y ou mean you don't want to go?"

"l didn't say that." He threw another stone out over the water, much harder than before. "1 want to go
asmuch asanyone. But at least | have the sense to know what's impossible and what isn't.”

Ferrisrolled her eyes. "Avender, you don't have any sense at all. If you did, you'd know we have just
as good a chance of going aong with whatever they're cooking up as anyone. Y ou're part of this now,
whether you think so or not. And I'm going to be part of it, too. With or without your help.”

"You know I'd helpiif | thought it would do any good.”
"If 1 think of ajob you can handle," shereplied curtly, "I'll let you know."

With alook that told him she no longer cared what he did, Ferris bristled back to the house. Avender
wondered what she thought she could accomplish. He knew perfectly well, even if shedid talk her way
into coming aong, shewould beleft safely behind somewhere on theway if anything important
happened. Just as he would, if he were lucky enough to be asked himsdlf.

Hewas till throwing rocks off the cliff when Anellacameto fetch him to Giserre. He wasn't surprised,
knowing that Giserre would want to hear hisversion as soon as possible. He followed Andlaaong the
northern edge of the Neck toward the top of the gorge. From there a stone stair curved downward to a
covered half bridge that poked out over the flume. At the bridge's end the Tear hung like ajewe in
snow-white smoke above the chasm. Beyond and below, the water poured in athick curve like the back
of alegping fish over the break in the northern cliffs, thundering down to the White Pool and the head of
theriver far below. Wreathed in swirling vapor that as often as not hid both stair and bridge, the Tear
seemed no more than abit of flying stone floating among the clouds.

They descended the stair. The roar of the gorge rose around them. Despite the warm sunlight, the
covered bridge was chill and damp. Even with the heavy glass windows closed, the thick mist from the
gporing flood dways found itsway within. But the Tear itself was dry and warm. Two sets of heavy oak
doors sedled theinner chamber from the ghostly plumeswithout. A fire burned brightly at the open hearth



in the center of the room, the cod's glowing. Beyond the stone-framed windows, the mists of the cataract
swept and swirled. The small glass panes were streaked with tears as the mist melted back into the
streaming cloud. The rush of the gorge thrummed below, but not nearly asloudly asit had outside.

Giserre was dready packing. She sat by the hearth, the cushions around her strewn with neet piles of
clothing. Severd sirands of dark hair had come free from the knot behind her head to hang down around
her face. The loose hair made her look more like her son than Avender had ever redlized.

She stood as the boy entered the chamber, and welcomed him. "Please,” she said, holding out her
long, pdeams. "Sit besde me, Avender. Tell medl that happened.”

He continued to the middle of the room beside the fire. Except for the space taken by the double
doors, the circling wal wasfilled with mullioned windows. From them five low tiers of stone stepped
down to the hearth at the center of the chamber. Soft pillows and richly embroidered cushions covered
most of the steps, when Avender and Reiffen had been smdll they had tried to deep in adifferent spot
among the pillows every night, while Andllaand Giserre had kept to their places by the door.

Gisarre moved an armful of dressesto adifferent couch to make room for Avender beside her. He
didn't ask where she was going. Only Rimwich and Mamoret held any hope for her now that her son had
been taken from Vaing. He sat uncomfortably on the offered pillow, alarge green one with the towers of
Mamoret embroidered upon it in thread of red and Slver, and told them the tale he had told Ferrisand
the othersin the kitchen. Giserre made no interruptions. She and Andlaworked quietly and without haste
whilethey listened, asif there was nothing else on their minds at dl. When Avender was done, the lady
finished folding adark blue scarf and added it to one of the piles before her. Andlaaso said nothing,
waiting for her mistressto speak.

Gisarreturned to Avender. "Y ou have been abravefriend,” she said. "'l thank you, and al my line
thank you aso. Without you, | might not yet know Reiffen'sfate.”

She kissed hisforehead. Avender didn't know what to say. Instead he remembered how she had
always kissed both of them at night when he had first come to the Tear to be her son's companion.

Giserrelooked down at the coals burning in the hearth and rested ahand on Avender's shoulder. ™Y ou
areasecond sontome,” shesaid. "I am proud of you both. When Reiffen returns | shdl tell him of all
you have done."

"Soit'sdecided?’ Avender asked hopefully. ™Y ou persuaded them to keep trying to rescue him?”

Gisaretook adight breasth. Had Avender not grown up with her, he might not have noticed the dight
tightening of her jaw. "No," she said. "They have not. But there are others who might show more favor to
the plight of the true king. My brother, for one, has ways been his champion.”

"If you're going to raise an army, Ferrisand | both want to come, too."

Thelady smiled. Shewas dways at her most beautiful when she smiled. ™Y ou are aworthy friend,” she
said. "And Ferrisaso. But you have done your part. It istimefor othersto do theirs.”

A heavy knock sounded on the wooden doors, asif someone had struck them with a club. Anella put
down her work and hurried up the steps. It was no good calling out from within the Tear for anyone
outside to enter. With the gorge thundering below, no one on the other side of the door could hear even
the loudest shout. Redburr padded in, hislong claws clacking on the stone. Nolo followed. Giserre rose
from her seet, but thistime her manner was not nearly so welcoming asit had been to Avender.

"Y ou have had your say, bear," she said coldly, "both on the dock and in council. Thereisno need to
force your viewson mein private audience aswell."



"Thereis, my lady." Ignoring her command, the bear descended the wide stepsto thefire. "Especialy
when my private counse isdifferent fromwhat | saidin public.”

"Thereisnothing you can say that will ever change my mind."

"Well then. Maybe| should let Nolo talk. It'shis plan.” Redburr started to settle himself comfortably
on top of severa dresses on the bench closest to thefire; Andla smacked him sharply and pushed him
on. Grumbling, he moved back to the second tier, farther from the warmth of the cods.

Gisarreturned her attention to the Dwarf. For the first time she alowed asmall part of the pain she felt
to show in her voice. "Please," she said wearily. "Just speak your piece and go."

Nolo set himsdlf right on the edge of the fire, where anyone & se would have burned, and rubbed his
hands briskly in the flames. "I've been thinking, my lady,” he began, "and | think I've found another way."

"Another way?"

"Another way to rescue Reiffen. An army won't work. That's clear as crystdl. Redburr aready pointed
out the fault in that down at the dock. But there's more than one way to skin a bat. There are other ways
to reach Ussene that might not occur to humans.”

"Or Wizards, ether," said Redburr.

"Cometo the point, please, Nolo." Gisarre returned to her packing, to show her visitors she only had
timeto grant them half her attention.

"It'squitesmple, redly.” The Dwarf cracked acrooked grin. "Well snesk in."

"The atempt has been made before.”

"Not from underneath.”

Gisarre dropped the shawl in her hand; her fine, dark eyebrows creased in afrown. "Underneath?”"

"From below," rumbled the bear from his bench. "From redlly, redly far below. Well underwhelm
them.”

Nolo grinned, but Giserre looked coldly at Redburr. "I thought you said thiswas Nolo's plan.” She
turned back to the Dwarf. "Please, continue.”

"What | mean,” said Nolo, "isthat asmall party might travel secretly through the Stoneways from
Issinlough to Ussene. There might be some digging involved, but | don't think theré's much chance the
Wizards are prepared for an approach from that direction. There's even a possibility we might be ableto
tunnedl our way right into the dungeons and whisk Reiffen away before anyone even knowswerethere.”

Giserre's composure nearly |eft her. Her mouth fell open. For thefirst time since thair return red hope
rose within her. She stared at Nolo for amoment, wondering at the smplicity of his plan. On the bench
behind her Anella put a hand to her mouth, and Avender also started forward as he redlized what the
Dwarf had said. There might still be achance to rescue Raffen.

"Isthat possible?' asked Giserre.

"Of courseit'spossible” replied the Dwarf. "It's just amatter of how much we haveto dig. Thereare
many pathsthrough Bryddlough.”

"But why not take an army?" asked Giserre as she thought the idea through more completely. "An
attack in force might so surprise the Three asto destroy their fortress forever.”



"Y ou can't take an army through Bryddlough,” said Nolo. "Not a human army. Y ou'd never be ableto
feed them all. But asmall group should be able to make their way up through the tunnels and come upon
Ussene from below."

"Why not an army of Bryddin?"'

Nolo shook his head. "There's no such thing. Y ou might get afew scoreto answer acal to arms, but
the rest wouldn't want to be bothered. Uhle and Dwvon can see the need, but until the Wizards actudly
make amove againgt Bryddiough, most Bryddin will never understand the need for fighting.”

Redburr scratched his scomach with hisgreat claws and rolled onto hisside. A few feathers puffed up
into the air, but otherwise the pillows beneath him held. "Nolo and | have talked about thisfor most of the
last few days," hesaid. "A smdl party makes the most sense. That way we can move fast, which isas
important as anything else now. The quicker we reach Ussene the better, aswe al know."

"How many will you take with you?" Giserre changed the subject swiftly. No one wanted to think
about what would happen to Reiffen aslong ashewasin Usseiss hands.

"Four or five would be best,” said Nolo. "The bear and |, of course. And maybe another Bryddin or
two to help with the digging.”

"Who ds2? Ranner? A knight from Mamoret?'

"Our need will befor gedth in the Under Ground, Giserre, not fighting,” said the bear. "And well need
one other skill aswel."

Gisarre turned her head dightly to the Side and waited for Redburr to go on.
"Well need someone with us who can recognize Reiffen no matter what's been doneto him."

There was amoment's silence after the bear findly voiced what everyone wasthinking. Giserre
clasped her handsfirmly in her lap and straightened her back. "It isas| suspected,” she said. "Waell then.
| have never done much campaigning. Indeed, | Ieft Mamoret when | was barely more than agirl, and
have not |eft thisvaley snce. But | presume | shdl be ableto manage. It isfor Reiffen, after dl. No one
€else can recognize him so well asl.”

Anyone el se would have been abashed to contradict Giserre, and that would probably have been the
end of the discussion right there. But Redburr was not in the least put off by her assurance. He sniffed
once, hisblack nose twitching.

"Actudly, Giserre, you're not theonel had in mind.”

She did lose her composure then. Her eyes flashed and her chin rose. Though it seemed impossible,
her back grew straighter. "Even you cannot have the audacity to suggest there might be someone who
knows my son better than 11"

"Not better," the bear agreed. "But almost aswell."
Heturned and looked at Avender. The boy's face glowed with the red and gold of thefire.
"Thereheisright there."

Avender looked up in surprise. Gisarre glared a him angrily, and Anellawith disgpproval. Nolo tried
to give him ady wink of encouragement. He had no ideawhat to think himself.

"Me?' hecried.



"Y ou have surpassed even your usua foolishness, bear.” Gisarre's eyesflashed darkly.

"Thething is, Gisarre," said Redburr, "we need you to keep the Wizards occupied while we travel to
Ussene. They'll expect any fresh attempt to rescue the boy to come from you. If you come with usto
Issinlough, I'm afraid it wouldn't be long before the Three guessed our purpose, and then we would no
longer have the benefit of surprise. | think we can al agreeit's better to have them looking elsewhere.
Following you."

"Thisisno task for achild," sheingsted.

"No, it isn't,” agreed the bear. "But Avender has more than proven hisworth over the last few days,
and he'sthe only other person who knows Reiffen nearly aswell asyou.”

The thought crossed Avender's mind that Ferriswould strongly disagree with the bear's last
observation. Especidly after what she had just said on the dliff.

Nolo scratched his chin through histhick beard. "The only problem | see," he said, "is persuading Hern
to let us bring the boy along.”

"It'shisdecison, not hers," growled Redburr.
"Heisnot yet of age," pointed out Gisarre. "Hern will claim the privilege of aparent.”

"Wdl then, maybe wewon't tdl her." Redburr's small eyes narrowed craftily. For amoment he looked
more like an enormous weasd than abear. "WElI tel her Nolo's taking the boy to Issinlough for his
education. She can't very well argue with that. And the fewer people who know what were up to, the
better. Y ou can be sure there are spiesin Vaing, and they'll report back to their masters whatever we
decideto do. But if al they seeis Nolo taking the boy into the Stoneways for his education, what can
they possibly suspect? Especidly if you're somewhere else. That's why you need to keep packing. Let
their masters attention follow you to Rimwich and Mamoret. Call for Brannis and the baronsto save
your cub. Branniswill send you away empty-handed, but your brother and the barons might listen. And
the Wizardswill listen, too, thinking your pleading to be our red intent."

Gisarre pursed her lips. "So | am to be offered asa stalking horse," she said. Avender could see she
had hoped to take amore active part in the rescue, and do more than go begging at the court of a
faithlessking. But, if begging was what was required, she would swallow her pride and beg. The Lady
Giserre had swallowed the better portion of her pride ever since she had first cometo Vaing.

"Yes, milady," said Redburr, "that would be best.”

"It'swhat the Wizards will expect you to do," added the Dwarf. "And it'll give them one more reason
to think that'swhat we'reredly up to.”

"In the meantime well be hunting them from below,” growled the bear. "But any success you might
have with Brannis and the baronswould help. A small force marching on Ussene while were trying to
sneak in through the basement would be the perfect distraction.”

Giserre looked at the three of them, Dwarf and bear and boy, her dark eyes deeply serious. She made
up her mind. "I believe you shall rescue my son,” she said, accepting Nolo'splan. "I do not yet fed heis
gone. He shdl be king someday, that | have waysfelt, and | havefdt it no less snce he wastaken
away. But you must promise me'—she turned to Avender and held him close with her gaze— "that you
will regard him carefully when you find him. Y ou will study him, and assure yoursdlf that heisthe same
Reiffen you and | both know and love. And after you have looked at him you will cometo me, and you
will tell meif you doubt heiswhom he should be. For it would not befitting, when he gains histhrone, if
heisnot, in truth, Reiffen, but rather some poor Wizard's cresture.”



She spoke grimly, but the cruelty in her words was to herself for having to spesk in such away about
her son. And when she saw she had made Avender afraid, even as he nodded and agreed to her bidding,
her eyes softened. Shelaid her hand lovingly againgt his cheek.

"Do not be afraid, Avender. If my sonisto beking, it will be by your grace and friendship. To youwe
will oweeverything."

They ended their council with their plans decided. Gisarre, with an escort of foresters, would travel to
Rimwich and Mamoret to plead for an army to fight for her son. Hers would be the hardest task, for she
would have to patiently pretend to play through al theintrigues of both courts, the Old Palace and
Rimwich Keep, while dl the time knowing the real tests were taking place deep below the ground. Nolo
and Avender would travel by seg, as that was the quickest way, from Lugger to Mremmen, and then by
land from Mremmen to Grangore and on to I ssinlough. Redburr would travel with Gisarre ét firgt,
accompanying her to Rimwich before going on by himsdf into the north to seeif he might learn anything
of what was happening in Ussene. They decided it would help their deception if he was known to be
traveling with Giserre. That would give the Wizards spies one more reason for believing that Giserre's
mission was the important one.

They finished their preparations quickly; there were many reasons for haste and none for delay. The
stewards understood Giserre's need to be doing something, but they were confused by Nolo's hurry.
They pointed out that Avender had aready had a grueling week, and that there was no reason for him to
be off again so soon. Redburr findly told them that one of Nolo's purposesin going to Issinlough wasto
seewhat help the Dwarves might provide for any attempt to recover Giserre's son. After that Hern and
Berrel gave up their objections at once, no matter how poor they thought the chances for success.

It turned out there was another reason the stewards might want Nolo and Avender to delay. Inthelate
afternoon, the day before they were dl to depart, the bear and the Dwarf brought Avender with them to
the woods on the north side of the Manor to discusstheir plans onelast time. A thick pinewood grew
between the house and the edge of the dliff, which wasfar higher here than on the side that faced the
lake. To their |eft the gorge and waterfal thundered; to the right the stegp green sides of the Shoulder
rose up into the Low Bavadars. Redburr had picked a spot he knew near the edge of the cliff wherethe
gray stone provided rough benches among the pines, and where they were unlikely to be bothered. So
they were quite surprised when Ferrisjoined them not long after they arrived.

Redburr gave her afiercelook. "We're busy,” he said. "Go on back to the house and help your

"Oh, I'll go back," the girl replied with alarge measure of satisfaction, "as soon as|'vetold you the
news. I'm coming with you."

Nolo'sthick eyebrows rosein surprise; Avender brightened. Much as he enjoyed Redburr's and
Nolo's company, having Ferris dong would make the trip even better.

Redburr growled. "No, you're not,” he said.
Ferrisignored histone. "Yes, | am. Mother said | could.”
"Y our mother has nothing to do withit.”

"Y ou know better than that. She thought it was awonderful ideafor meto come along, after | told her
it wasfinewith you. Shesaid | could use atrip to Issinlough, just as much as Avender. She said it would
help take my mind off dl the terrible things that have happened.”



The bear climbed down from his rock to stand beside the girl. His dark nose came uncomfortably
closeto hers. She smiled primly.

"It'snot finewith me" he said. "'Y ou're not coming.”

She was 50 close to the bear Avender was surprised she didn't kedl over from the smell of fish and
beer. But Ferriswas undeterred. "If | can't go with you," she said sturdily, "I'll tell Hern what your redl
plansare. And then Avender won't be alowed to go, ether. | know you wouldn't be bringing him aong if
you didn't need him."

The bear glanced angrily at the boy. "What have you told her?!
"l havent told her anything!"

"He hasn't,” said the girl. "Hedidn't haveto. But | know the three of you are up to something. And
Gisarre, too. Shewasin amuch better mood after you talked to her yesterday. She even smiled a
dinner." She gave Avender anarrow look. "1 told you | was coming with you thistime, no matter how
hard you tried to keep me away."

"| didn't have anything to do with it! | would'vetold you everything if they'd let me!”

"Quiet, boy. I'll dedl with thegirl." Redburr shouldered Avender aside, then turned and studied Ferris
carefully. "Y ou don't really know anything, do you. Y ou're just guessing.”

"I know enough to tell Hern theré's more to your plan than you'vetold her. What will you do if she
garts asking questions? Y ou know shell seeright through you if you gart to lie.”

"Thelassisright, Redburr.” Nolo didn't even try to conced hisgrin. "Weal know you can't lieto
Hern. Remember that time you got into the October de and broke two casks? Y ou didn't fool her for a
second. And there were those beehives of Darny Uphill's, too. Let the lass come. She dready has
permisson.”

"You know I'mright," said Ferris confidently.

The bear growled once more, and even bared histeeth. "I should cal your bluff, girl. | can dwaystake
the boy with me, with or without your mother's permission. But it wouldn't be so easy for you."

"It wouldn't be so easy for you, either,”" said Ferris boldly. She was trying to keep up abrave front, but
Avender could see shewas sarting to fear she might be left behind after al, for al her careful planning. It
hadn't occurred to her that the bear might not be as afraid of her mother as she thought.

Redburr stared hard at Ferris along moment, histeeth still showing. Then suddenly, much to the
surprise of the other three, his mouth relaxed and his anger disappeared.

"On the other hand,” he said, "we do want to keep our real purpose as quiet as possible. And it might
even be better thisway. Y ou can come. But thisisn't apicnic to Nokken Rock. Y ou'd better hear what
you're getting yoursdlf into before you decide to join us." He turned his heavy head to Nolo. "If I'd
known convincing Hern would be so easy, | might have asked the girl dong from the first. Better to have
two of them with us when we get to Ussene, in case something happensto one."

"Ussene?' A horrified look burst across Ferrissface. Y ou're going straight to Ussene?"

The Shaper grinned wickedly. "Proud of yoursdlf, aren't you, now you've found out what it isyou've
gotten into? Where'd you think we'd go to rescue the boy, the Pearl 19es? Y ou can always stay homeif
youlike" Hissmdl eyesflickered cruely.



Ferris caught hersalf with adeep bresth, but was till white as a sheet. She swallowed before she
spoke. "l said I'd come, and | will. But | thought you were going to Issinlough first to get help from the
Bryddin. | didn't think weld be going straight to Ussene.”

"Weare going to Issinlough, lass." Nolo gavethe girl akind look. "And well use what help wefind
there. But we won't be taking any armiesto Ussene, Bryddin or otherwise. Thetask'sfor usaone.”

A gust of wind swayed the tops of the dark green trees. Last year's needles were swept off the side of
the cliff in abrown swirl. Ferris sat down on the gray stone between the Dwarf and the bear and listened
to ther plan.

8
TheThree

Everything was quiet. The thunder of the storm had disappeared. The dashing rain and spears of lightning
were gone. Only Ossdonc'siron grip on Reiffen'sarm remained to remind him of everything that had
happened. Hislast chance of rescue was gone, snatched away in the single moment Ossdonc had cried
out:

"RETURN!"

Once again he found himsdf standing within acircle of tal stones. Only thistime there was no
blackened earth or grass benegth hisfeet. Thistime he stood firmly on asmooth rock floor. Ossdonc
loomed beside him, adark shadow against the night. Reiffen hardly had time to look around before he
was pulled along by the Wizard to a set of stepsthat led down benegth the floor. He caught aglimpse of
agar or two in the night above, and the shadows of what might have been mountains beyond the circle
of stones. Then he was dragged down into the deeper darkness. The upper world was | eft behind.

Thewadls closed in around them. No light sparked their long descent. If there were any windows along
that spira stair, no stars or moon shone bright enough to revea them. Terrified, Reiffen struggled not to
fal asthe Wizard pulled him aong, the only sounds the thud of Ossdonc's great stride and the dap of
Reffen'samdler epsbehind.

Abruptly the stair came to an end; Reiffen tripped on the unseen floor. His arm was nearly wrenched
off as Ossdonc jerked him forward in anew direction. Thistime there were no stairs and no turns, just a
hurried run forward behind the Wizard's own fast walk. Although Ossdonc's great bulk blocked most of
the high-callinged passage ahead, gradudly Reiffen began to notice the gray stone of the walls on either
sde, and found he was trotting along in the wake of the Wizard'slong shadow.

Thelight increased. Reiffen found himsalf pulled into the sudden brightness of alarge room, where
smoking torches burned in brackets on the filthy walls and soldiers stood idly about. The Wizard threw
Reiffen across the room toward them, and the soldiers snapped to attention asthe boy fell at their feet in
ajumble of aamsand legs. He quailed & their crue, hard faces, smdll reflections of their master's. Even
indoors they wore heavy helms and armor of leather and black iron, and carried short, heavy swords.

Ossdonc's voice boomed. "Take this one to the dungeons!™ Without waiting for any sort of reply he
turned and left as suddenly as he had arrived.

Two soldiers seized Reiffen's arms and dragged him roughly off down adifferent passage. Therewas



no chanceto fight them. And even if he should escape, where would he go? They pulled him dong to
another room filled with guards, and from there descended many levelsinto the dungeons. The boy lost
al track of the twists and turns and branching corridorsthey followed. By thetimethey tossed himinto a
dark cell and dammed the heavy door behind him, al he knew of where he had been taken was that it
was somewhere degp beneath the world.

The key rattled in the lock. Footsteps receded down the hall. Reiffen lay il in the darkness, terrified
of what might be done to him next. He knew that no one who had ever been taken to Ussene had ever
come out again. Or, if they had, that they came out completdly different from whom they had been when
they went in. Where else could he possibly be, but Ussene?

He cried. Histears wet his cheeks and the grime on the ground beneath him. When he stopped it was
only because he lacked the strength to keep on. Exhausted, he lay on the floor, hiswet face sticking to
the cold and dirty stone. Knowing his crying would do him no good, he did his best to swalow hisfear.
But it remained, nonetheless, atight little knot that gripped his stomach.

He wiped his nose with his deeve and, to keep from crying again, explored the cell around him.

It wasn't large. Hefdt no furniture, just apair of iron manacles hanging from the back wall, and a
wooden door in the front. Hisfingerstraced athin crack at the bottom of the door, but not a glimmer of
light shonein from that direction. Hislip began to tremble and he bit the inside to keep from crying again.
No other sound disturbed the darkness. After awhile he surprised himsdf and fell adeep, fatigue finaly
overwhelming histerror. He dept for along time on his side on the cold stone floor, his knees pulled up
to his chest and his arms wrapped round his knees.

He was dreaming of his mother and the blue lake shimmering beneath the Manor when he was sartled
awake by the sound of the key turning once morein the lock. Quickly he sat up and rubbed his eyes with
the backs of hisfilthy fingers. The door opened and an arm with atorch wasthrust inside.

"Come on out, you," said aharsh voice. "No hangin' back, there. Y ou're wanted Upstairs quick.”

Cautioudly Reiffen went to the door. It was small and he had to bend to pass through it. Ossdonc
could never havefit. A rough hand grabbed his shoulder while he was il in the doorway and dragged
him out into the torchlight. He shielded hiseyes againg the glare.

Up they took him, back through the long maze of corridors and passages, past other guards, not all of
them human, in rooms where coa and twisted bits of wood burned in metd braziers. At last they cameto
apart of thefortress that seemed less forbidding, where the halls and corridors were much larger than
they were in the dungeons below. Large enough, Reiffen supposed, for the Three to pass comfortably
through them. He felt small as his guards prodded him aong beneath the high cellings, thick candles
sputtering in brackets along the walls. Here he also saw people other than soldiersfor thefirst time. Most
of them kept their eyesto the floor and never even tried to look at him. Guessing they were daves, he
wondered how long they had been in that place, and whether hisfate would be the same astheirs.

They arrived a along hal where the light came not from candles but from lamps that seemed crude
imitations of Dwarven kill. The lights were set atop heavy iron sconces and bore no resemblance to
Nolo'sdelicate, gleaming jewels, these gemsweretoo large for the dim light that flickered from them.
Wesak shadows followed the soldiers as they pushed the boy forward to a pair of hugeiron doors
standing closed at the far end. Even Ossdonc would ook small before them.

The doors opened. The guards stepped back. Reiffen moved forward without being told. Behind him
the portal closed silently. Trembling, he fought back the urge to turn and throw himself againgt the exit.
He had no wish to appear asfrightened as hefelt. All the same, when he advanced past the circle of tall
columnsinto the chamber beyond, his heart nearly legpt from his chest and hislegsall but betrayed him.



Hefound himsdlf in agreat, circular hall, larger than any he had ever imagined. The dome of it arched
high above, lost in the gloom, and the far sde was dso indigtinct. In the middle, on adaisraised threetal
steps from the floor, were the Three.

Although he had seen only Ossdonc before, and that in the midst of tempest and tunneled darkness,
gl hewas able to recognize each of the Wizards. Ussais, the chief among them, was plainly the one
seated on the throne. He wastall, the same as his brother, but much less massive. Where Ossdonc gave
an impression of enormous vitality and strength of body, the Sght of Ussaiswas more subtle. From the
smple silver crown atop his head to the long white robes that covered him, he appeared the very picture
of the wise old king. His throne was astone bench, tall and heavy to suit hissize, but completely
unadorned. He sat with one hand folded in hislap, leaning on the other. But, when Reiffen came closer,
he saw that Usseis's eyes were black as the heart of the darkest storm, without any white. Currents
coiled, unseen but fdt, within them, just as a thunderstorm can be fdt in the stillness before it arrives.

Behind him stood Ossdonc, his hands folded atop his great sword. He remained dl in black, but his
clothes were changed from what he had worn before, ashort tunic over leggingsthistime, with ruffles at
histhroat. And at the foot of the dais, in gray robes that were otherwise the same as Ussais’s, sat
Fornoch with his staff laid on the step beside him.

They were the Three: the White; the Black; and the Gray. Reiffen stopped and faced them at the foot
of thedais. His heart shivered as he did so, but the powerslaid down deep within the very rock of that
chamber left him no other path.

He did not set foot on even the lowest step. Fornoch sat on that step. Above him Ussals bent forward,
athin smile on hislips. Now that he was close enough to see their faces Reiffen could see that they were,
indeed, brothers. They al shared the same black eyes, eyesthat projected great power and strength,
while a the same time masking the thoughts that lay within. They were not human eyes. They could not
be read in the way that aman's or woman's might be read. Not that it mattered. Reiffen saw at once that
the desires of the Three were always plain upon their faces, and varied little. Power and greed and cruel
amusement flickered between them, with smal room for any other feding.

Reiffen trembled before them. At firgt his mouth was dry, hisimagination shuffling back and forth
between the thought that he was about to be blasted to acinder, or his heart torn horribly from his chest.
For along while he stood like that, beneath their piercing gaze.

Then Ussal's settled back upon his bench and spoke. "Welcome, Reiffen,” he said. Hisvoice wasless
horrible than Ossdonc's, which crashed and boomed with the power of wind and mountains. Usseiss
voicewas calmer, the oil poured over rougher waters. And it was smooth, like ail, aswell, and
penetrating. It washed over Reiffen, spreading dowly across him, leaving no part of him untouched.

"Welcome," Ussais repested. Heraised his hand asif offering the room around him to his guest.
"Wecometo Ussene. Isit not formidable? Are we not the Three?'

Behind him Ossdonc rolled his head back and laughed so loudly that the echoes he sent racing round
the room seemed dmost to come dive. But Fornoch said nothing.

The laughter faded. Ussal's placed his hands beside him on the bench and leaned forward. Y ou should
be honored,” he said, and again Reiffen felt the wordsroll down him, coating him thickly. "It is not often
that al of the Three come together to greet aguest. Our affars are pressing, and can only be neglected
for the most compelling of reasons. Y our presence, therefore, isvery compdling.” He smiled again, a
amile Reiffen could not help but fed would be most at home at beheadings, or vivisection.

"Come," Ussaissaid. "Thereisno need for you to be afraid. Had we wanted you for other purposes,
you would not be with us now. My brother was perhaps alittle brusque in his trestment of you upon your



arriva, but that ishisway. Let me ease your mind.”

The Wizard raised his hand and held it pam forward toward the boy. At once Reiffen's heart ceased
itstrembling. Histongue no longer stuck dryly to theroof of his mouth.

"You see" said Ussais, "we are your friends. Great injustice has been done to you by other, lesser
folk. We have brought you hereto help you."

Ossdonc chuckled, amost to himself thistime, the noise was so much lessthan it had been before.
"Just think," he said, hisvoice breaking loudly across the room. "1 might have been your great-uncle. The
queen Lodlin was your mother's aunt, you know."

"Queen Lodlin would have thrown hersdlf into the seahad she known she was married to you,”
answered Reiffen hotly. Then he tensed and amost took a step backward as he redlized he had insulted a
Wizard.

But Ossdonc boomed hislaugh again, and Usseis dso smiled. Reiffen found himsdf wondering if the
words he had spoken had been his own. Only Fornoch continued Slent at his seet at the foot of the dais.

"Do not worry, young friend," said Ussals, hiseyes glinting. "Y ou speak your own mind. My arts may
have loosened your tongue somewhat in easing your heart. But | have done nothing to your mind . . .
ya"

Ussais glanced a Fornoch as he spoke. Fornoch met his gaze but till remained only an observer.

"Why did you bring me here?* Reiffen blurted out. He was still astonished that he could ask such a
question, despite Ussaiss explanation. And, though he did not quite know why, he knew there was
something wrong in bandying words with a Wizard.

Ussais extended hisarmswidein virtuousness. "Have | not aready told you? Itisas| sad. My
brothersand | wish to help you. We are herein answer to your desire.”

"My desire?" Reiffen's brow knit in confusion.
"Yes. Your desire.”

The White Wizard folded his hands and held them benesth his chin, his eyes still intent on the boy. "I
know that you have aways pretended, whilein Vding, that you have no wish to be king. But you may
shed that pretense here. We are your friends. Here you may speak freely about what liestruly in your
heart. Here you may alow yoursdf the comfort of your dreams. And we, astrue friends should, will help
you."

"Yourenot my friends," said Reiffen subbornly. "My friends are back in Vaing, mourning my deeth.”

"Ah. Thereyou arewrong." The Wizard smiled from one corner of his mouth, as he might had he just
removed the color from abutterfly'swings. ™Y our friends are actively planning to rescue you. They meet
in council even aswe speak, and show only their foolishness asthey try to plot someway inwhich |
might be forced to return you. But they have never been your friends. Have they ever helped you in your
heart's desire? | think not. They spend their time trying to persuade you to do what they want, not what
you want. What sort of friends are those?

Ussais amiled sadly. "The bear epecialy,” he continued, "will never help you. Always has he been
againg those who wish to better themsalves. His counsdl will ever befor his own benefit. For dl his
friendliness he would just as soon you humans sank back into your hovelsin the woods and left his animal
friendsaone”



"Redburr isn't likethat at dl." Reiffen raised hisface and looked the Wizard in the eye but found that a
dangerousthing to do. Blinking, he drew himsdf back from the sudden plunge into darkness he had been
about to take, and remembered, on the back of histongue, the foul burning of the potion Mindrell had
fed him on Nokken Rock.

"Redburr isn't likethat," he repesated. But now he was amost mumbling, and hiseyesfdl to the gray
sone at hisfeet. "He would have rescued meif he could.”

"Would he?' The Wizard's heavy gray brows arched above hisfearsome eyes. "Then why did hetry
to rescue you in the guise of abird? Surdly, had hisred intent been to save you, he would have attacked
my brother in his strongest aspect. He knows that he is not nearly strong enough to fight Ossdonc, so he
arrived in the shape of abird, not abear, that he might make his escape more eagily.”

"You'rejust saying that to frighten me." Reiffen was not about to dlow the Wizard to trick himinto
thinking badly of hisfriends. But, al the same, the question of why things were done one way and not
another was now planted in hismind, no matter how much heignoredit.

Ussals shrugged, and the dangerous glittering in his eye subsided. "Asyou wish," he said. "But you will
only have yoursdf to blame when you learn the truth. Y ou could be king of dl the lands from Firron to
the Blue Mountains with my assstance. King in your own right. Or," and Ussais smiled cruelly at the
thought, "you could smply be the instrument through which my brothersand | exact our revenge.”

"I'd il be your instrument either way," said Reiffen. "Y ou're not redly giving meachoicea al.”

"| assureyou, boy. | am." The black eyes bored more deeply into him than before, and Reiffen found
himsalf forced to look down at the floor like a disobedient child.

"Return him to the dungeons,” suggested Ossdonc loudly from his place behind his brother. "On one of
the lower levelsthistime. That will make him know hisown mind.”

"That isone possibility,” agreed Usseas. "The lamentations of hisfellows might affect him grestly. | had
so wanted to show him every courtesy, though."”

"Then do s0."

For thefirgt time Fornoch spoke. His voice was different from both his brothers, awhisper from
behind. But it was a strong whisper, without timidity, and could be heard at any distance. Almost it
sounded to Reiffen like avoice within his head, acam and reasonabl e voi ce suggesting aways what was
the calm and reasonable thing to do. But it was not akind voice and was, initsway, every bit ascrue as
the voices of its brothers.

"Show him every courtesy,” said Fornoch. "Allow him the freedom of Ussene." Helooked upon
Reiffen asif the boy were abook or amap or agoose quill pen. "He cannot escape. There isno worry
there. After amonth hewill seethe practicaity of what we offer. And the impracticality of any other
course of action he might devise. Now, however, heistoo full of the deep waters and fierce
independence of Valing to appreciate the nature of our gifts. A little time will purge him of his past.”

Ossdonc scowled as Fornoch spoke and, once his brother was finished, spat out his disagreement.
"Bah!" he exclamed. "Asusua, Fornoch, your words are those of an old woman. Y our intrigues have
failed before and will fail again. | say throw the boy into one of our degpest holes and allow some of our
petsto play with him for awhile. Either way, well have what we want when we bring him out again.” He
dapped his hand againgt his belt to reinforce the rightness of his approach.

Ussaiskept his gaze fixed upon Reiffen, who felt hisfear begin to rise again beneath the Wizard's eye.



"And what do you think?" asked the White Wizard of the boy when the Black had finished spesking.
"Whose suggestion shdl | follow? Which of the two aternativeswould you prefer?”

Even though Reiffen was ill looking carefully down at the cold stone floor, he fdlt the black eyes of
the Wizard boring two smdll holesinto the top of his head.

"N-Neither," he said, swallowing hard before his mouth dried up completely again. His earlier bravado
had passed. He wasjust aboy once more. "I-1 just want to go home."

Ossdonc roared. "See, Ussaisl He beginsto break aready! Throw him in with the other prey! By
tomorrow hewill do whatever we say!"

Ussaisleaned back upon his stone bench. "No. | will give him another chance. We will try Fornoch's
plan. Let the boy seefor himsalf what our friendship means. If he should till persist in hisfoolishnesswe
can aways pursue the other course. But, boy"—Ussais narrowed his eyes and Reiffen found himsdlf
forced to look upon the Wizard's face against hiswill—"think well of what we may choose to do should
you make us force you. If you are king in your own right, then you will have some say in who will dieand
who will not in the world to follow. But if you are no more than a puppet, we shdl have no reason to do
other than aswe seefit.”

With awave of his hand the Wizard dismissed him. And Reiffen, without even noticing what he was
doing until after he had dready doneit, turned and left the room.

Hefound himself slanding in the outer hall, beyond the monstrous doors. A single soldier led him away
through the upper levels of the fortressto asmall room at the end of along, empty passage. A low bed
was the only furnishing. Smudges of dark soot smeared the bare rock walls. A rough wool blanket lay
wadded at one end of the filthy mattress. It seemed he was ill a prisoner, for al Fornoch's offer of
courtesy.

Reiffen was glad he was till aprisoner. Had the Three spoiled him with comfort and giftsfrom the
gtart he would have been far more nervous. Even so, he sat on the hard bed for along time, hischin
cradled sorrowfully in his hands, and amost wished that Ussels had buried him in the degpest of his
dungeons. At least then he would have been spared the torment of brooding in an empty cell about the
horrors yet to come.

To keep from doing just that, he decided to test what the Wizard had said about alowing him the
freedom of the fortress. Cautioudy he reached for the door latch, half-suspecting some sort of trap. But
the handle didn't turn into abiting serpent, or burn the flesh from his hand. The door opened eeslly.
Across the passage stood a second door similar to hisown. It took awhile for Reiffen to summon the
courageto openit; heredlized it might be hard to wander freely about a place where all sorts of terrors
might lurk behind every closed door. But, when hefindly did openit, he found only ancther smadl cdll like
his own on the other side. Nervoudy he glanced up at the celling, haf-expecting some bony imp or
grinning gremlin to drop upon him from above. But there was only the same dirty rock asthe walls.

He went back out into the corridor. A single candle sputtered between the doors. It occurred to him
he might prefer being esten by some horrible cresture in the darkness, rather than cowering in hiscell. At
least then the waiting would be over. So he set off down the corridor to explore, his heart in hismouth as
he wandered through the Wizards fortressaone.

He soon discovered that Ussene was avery empty place. The stone ha lways echoed with his
footsteps, and the candles on the walls were few and far between. He groped hisway between the
idands of dirty light, wishing he had brought aong the candle from hisroom. Few turnsinterrupted the
long passages that led back and forth and up and down without ever seeming to go anywhere. Each
corridor looked the same: long stone lanes with thick candles sometimes flickering at the intersections and



the corners. He was soon logt, but he hardly thought the Wizards had brought him al thisway just so he
could die of thirst in some forgotten corner of their fortress.

Eventudly he cameto abroad set of stairs guarded by severa soldiers. They chalenged him sharply
the moment they saw him and, when he didn't know the password, roughly carted him off down a
different corridor to what appeared to be a barracks. There he was brought up before the very same
officer who had escorted him to hisnew cell. He was ashort man, fat and strong. At hisfeet asmal dave
was busy polishing his boots with ablackened rag.

"Couldn't stay in your cell, could you?' the officer sneered. He sood up and kicked the daveinto a
corner. "No, you have to take Him at Hisword and go exploring.” With a curt wave, the officer
dismissed the soldierswho had brought Reiffen to him.

The boy said nothing. A nasty light appeared in the officer'seye.
"Too good to talk to me, are you?' he said.

Without warning he cuffed Reiffen across the face, knocking him backwards to the floor. Then he put
his hands on his hips and stood over the fallen boy. "They may have decided to let you run loose around
the place, but no one said anything about giving yourself airs. When They're not around, I'm the boss
here, and you'd better not forget it. Now get out of here. The password of the day is'Darkness the next
time someone asksyou. And if you forget it I'll be happy to give you ared thrashing the next time they
bring you back."

Reiffen rubbed his cheek. He was angry and embarrassed that the man had knocked him down so
eadly. Ashe backed out of the room hetold himsdlf next time he wouldn't be caught off guard.

Stll fuming, he walked off without a thought for where he was going and promptly got lost again. At
the next intersection, he came to a passage that went both left and right, but neither way looked any
different from any of the others he had explored that day. The only thing he knew for sure wasthat he
didn't want to go back to the guardroom, so he went |eft, for no other reason at al.

He cameto aset of sairs. A thin flicker of light in the distance showed the steps ascending into the
gloom. Perhapsthis wasthe gtair that led back to the place where Ossdonc had first brought him, where
he had last seen aglimpse of the sky. Candles high on thewall lit the way as he climbed, still few and far
between. But there was aways some small flicker ahead, no matter how dark his current footing, so he
kept on. The thought occurred to him that had the stair been leading him down instead of up, he might not
have been so eager to continue. But, in going upward, there was at least the chance he might come out
into a place where he could see the sun.

The stair ended and he found himself in another square room with smoky walls and an exit on the far
sde. An empty brazier sood in the middle of the room, but it had been so long unused there were no
ashesinit at al. Reiffen crossed the room and kept on, determined to make some sense of the long,
empty passages around him.

The new corridor lined straight on through long troughs of gloom. He quickened his pace, al thewhile
careful to make sure that nothing would catch him unaware. Then he came to a spot where there was no
further light ahead to guide him. He crept forward dowly, hoping the glare of the lamp behind was
hindering hisview ahead. His shadow stretched out across the dusty floor, merging findly into the
darkness. He wanted very much to go on, though he was also well aware that the darker crooks and
crannies of Ussene were probably just the places best Ieft unexplored.

He peered forward into the gloom one last time. Just as he was about to turn back, he thought he felt
something different in the air. Was there some sound at the edge of his hearing? Was something movingin



the darkness? A light touch brushed his cheek and he started quickly in darm, until he redlized he had felt
the air moving past him in the passage. What was more, there was adifferent odor on the breeze. Sightly
wet and cool, and amost clean, and thoroughly lacking the smoky thickness of the air he had been
breathing snce hefirg arrived. It was amost the smdll of outside.

He moved cautioudy forward, one hand touching the wall so as not to lose his bearings. He looked
behind him every few steps aswell, to make sure he could till seethelast candle. But al the same, he
moved steadily forward toward the source of the sweet breeze.

Sooner than he had expected, the wall beneath his hand fell awvay. The hall had opened into alarger
room. The draft felt fresher now: it ebbed and flowed across his face. For amoment he stood in the dark
entrance and tilted his head thisway and that to seeif he could learn anything more from the air.

It was while he was standing motionless in the doorway that the darkness began to take some pattern
before him. There seemed to be a square ahead that was different in its darkness from the rest. There
was no hint of light, but there was adifference of texture. Black velvet is different from black canvas, and
that was the difference here. And, more than that, the breeze seemed to be coming straight from the
different spot aswell.

Hetook afew more steps forward. Soon he redlized he was looking at atall window open to the
night. A few more strides and he was standing at the sill. The window began at his shoulders and
extended well above his head, awindow for tall Wizards. He gripped the edge in both hands and leaned
forward on tiptoe to take hisfirst breath of fresh air snce coming to Ussene.

It wasraining outsde. That waswhy the dight breeze in the passage had smelled damp. Raindropsfell
refreshingly against the top of hishead. He leaned asfar out the window as he could, to fed as much of
the ddicious night as he might.

Hefound himself looking down from a high dliff into anarrow valey. The stone dropped amost sheer
below. At the bottom, very far away, he saw theflickering of tiny lights. Some lay at the bottom of his
own cliff, while others seemed to lie on the other Side of the chasm. At last he had found agate back to
the outside world. Not one he might use to escape perhaps, but one he might use dl the sameto gaina
glimpse of the world from which he had been taken. Somewhere out there under the same night sky were
his mother and hisfriends.

He pulled his head and shoulders back within the frame and ran hisfingers through hisdamp hair.
Afterward he stood for along time watching the darkness and the shadow of the rain. He wondered how
long he would have to wait to see the dawn, and supposed it would be too much to ask for the window
to befacing east. But little matter. For the moment he was happy just to lean againgt the massive stone sl
and breethe in the cool wet of the night. Even in the heart of hisfortress Usseis could not spoil the
Sweetness of agpring rain.

"Please, gr," said avoice from the dark behind him, "it iswonderful to look out on theworld, isn't it?"

Reiffen whirled around, but it was il far too dark to see athing. The hairs on the back of his neck
prickled in fright as he pressed closdly to the wall benesth the window.

"Don't be scared, kind sr," said the voice, which sounded much more fearful than Reiffen. And sad as
well, asif itsfear was not that Reiffen would hurt it, but rather that its approach might be spurned. "Moalio
won't hurt you."

"Who—who are you?' sammered Reiffen, hisback till braced against the wall.
"Only Mdlio."



"Who?'

"Malio. | saw the captain knock you down. Heisvery strong, like dl the soldiers” Therewasa
shudder in Malio's voice, asif he was remembering the strength of the soldiersfirsthand.

Reiffen recalled the little dave who had been blacking the captain's boots when he was brought back
to the guardroom. "Is the captain the one who gave me the password?' he asked.

"Oh, yes. Hesthe one," said Molio eagerly. "He's the one who gave you the daves password.”

"Saves password?' Reiffen relaxed alittle now that he knew who was behind the voice. Surely the
little bootblack couldn't hurt him.

"Oh, yes. Hewould never give you the Magters password. That'swhy Molio knew you were one of
us. That, and when he hit you."

"Why did you follow me here?' The thought came to Reiffen that perhaps the little man was aspy.

A moment passed before Molio answered him, which only increased the boy's suspicions. Then the
littleman said, in alow, lonely voice, "Molio thought maybe . . . maybe you would be hisfriend.”

"Y ou weren't sent to spy on me? To tell them everything | do?"

"Oh, no, dr! Malio istoo unimportant for pying!" Thelittle man's voice quivered with fear. "Only the
quickest and strongest can be spies! Malio isonly adave, fit for cleaning and candles only.” The voicein
the darkness dropped to awhimper. "Molio wanted only to help.”

"Help me?' asked Reiffenin abitter voice. "How can you help me?*
"Oh, Moalio can show you many things, sr. Molio knows al the ways of the fortress, gir.”
"Can you show me how to escape?’

"Escape?" squesked thelittle man. "Please, Sir, don't even say such athing. Thereis no escape from
thefortress. Many things are not allowed here. We shouldn't even be herel”

"No?'

"No! They come here sometimes. And They get very angry when someone iswhere they're not
supposed to be."

Reiffen didn't need to ask who "They" were. And, sSince he had no wish to see Them again any time
soon, he was more than happy to alow the little man to lead him away. They hurried back down the
hallway that had led up to the room with the window, Molio in front. Asthey approached the last light the
little man came dowly into view. Reiffen found himsdf wondering at the fellow's strange gppearance: his
pointed little head; histiny ears; and hisarms and legs seeming too smdll for hisround little body. Hisface
was mousy and thin, with asad little mustache and dark eyes that seemed to have little white. Reiffen had
heard rumors about the sorts of thingsthat Usseisdid in hislaboratories, and wondered if Molio and the
rest of the people he had seen so far in Ussene were the end result.

Their return aong the passage and the stair was much shorter than the boy remembered. Apparently he
hadn't ascended as far as he had thought. At one point Molio stopped beneath one of the flickering
candles and, producing along taper from somewhere among the folds of hisragged clothing, lit theend at
the candlé's small flame. Then he marched on down the stair with the flame shielded behind hishand. At
the darkest spot between that light and the next he stopped again. Reaching once more into some hidden



pocket of his cloak, he produced a short, thick candle smilar to the others Reiffen had seen throughout
thefortress.

"What are you doing?" asked the boy. "I thought we werein ahurry to get away."
"Moalio ill must do hisjob," said thelittle man.

With a practiced eye and alittle jump he tossed the candle up into the darkness. The taper gave off
just enough light for Reiffen to see the candle had landed atop asmall ledge high onthewall. Molio raised
hislong lighter and, applying it to the wick, soon had afresh light going. Thelittle man was more than just
abootblack.

Had it not been for Molio, Reiffen might never have learned to find hisway around Ussene. Hewould
have been |eft to sort things out by repeatedly running into the guard, who eventualy would have
knocked most of histeeth out of his mouth for the trouble he gave them. But Malio taught him the ways
around the guard posts, and showed him the few spotsin the fortress that were of any interest. All the
boy had to do was follow his guide around on hisregular routes with his bag of stubby candlesand his
long taper. For that, asit turned out, was Molio's main job in Ussene. Blacking boots was only asiddline,
initialy thought up by the soldiersto add to historment, but now one of thelittle man'sfew pleasures,
snce hewas actudly good &t it.

Reiffen never went with Molio, however, when it was histime to go to the guardroom. Instead Reiffen
would generdly go to the places that most interested him, which aso happened to be the same ones that
most scared Moalio. Like the Front Window, which, once he discovered it was rarely used by the Three,
Reiffen vidted at least once every day. There might not be any lakein view, or so much asasingle blade
of grass growing on the barren cliffs. But at least there were mountains, harsher than even the High
Bavadars but mountains al the same, and blue sky, with stars at night when it wasn't raining.

But even more than the room with the window, Reiffen liked to go to the Library. Thefirst time he
found the place, Molio had tried desperately to stop him. "Fornoch's place! 1t isforbidden!" he had cried,
while struggling to hold back the larger Reiffen by the arm. But Molio was as weeak as he looked and
sounded, and had finally Iet go when he redlized he was in danger of being dragged down the hdl to
Fornoch's place himsdlf. Reiffen, who had gone along time since seeing the Wizards, was not quite as
frightened of running into them as he had been that first night by the Window. In fact, he feared Fornoch
the least of the Three. Fornoch was the one who had suggested Reiffen be given the freedom of the
fortress, and a chance to change his mind. Had Molio warned him away from Ossdonc's place he would
have ingantly obeyed. But for aglimpse of Fornoch's he was willing to take a chance.

So heleft Molio moaning behind him and continued on down the corridor. The passage ended ina
door, another door that was twice aslarge as normal in order to accommodate Wizards. Reiffen
hesitated before trying the knob: though he had grown bolder in his days of roaming the fortress, till this
was the apartment of aWizard. Even if no doorknobs had yet bitten him, and he had yet to fall into any
pits teeming with snakes or poisoned stakes, he had no desire at al to burst in on even the weskest
Wizard.

The knob turned easily in his hand. He cracked the door dightly and put his eye to the opening. Books
were what he saw. Shelves and shelves of books. Huge, enormous books like layered chests, and tiny
books that could not possibly hold more than aletter a page. Books lying open on tables and books
stacked on the floor in uneven piles. Dusty books and books so new they had never been opened. And,
here and there among the books, an amulet, or awand, or the skeleton of atoad.

Reiffen wanted very much to enter that room. He didn't care how many Wizards might be waiting



ingdefor him. Just aminutein that library would be worth anything Usseis might think to do to him. So
much to see and learn! His forehead bumped againgt the jamb as he tried to get his eye as close to the
crack as possible. Holding his breath, he listened for anyone who might be within. It was like waiting for
the start of afeadt, or for morning to come after the first snowy night on the Neck. Time dowed while he
struggled to keep himsalf from entering. More than once he told himself the room wasn't safe, that it was
exactly the sort of place that Wizards would vigt often. If he went in he would be caught. And, if hewere
caught, then terrible things would happen.

But he dso reminded himsdlf that Ussels had said he was to have the freedom of Ussene. If they redlly
wanted him not to go somewhere, they should have told him.

The door opened easily once he made up his mind. There was no squeaking, not even acreaking from
the hinges. The whole beautiful room opened up to view. He stood silently for amoment in the doorway,
taking it dl in. Then he crossed the threshold into aworld completdly different from the rest of the barren
fortress.

Cautioudy he peered at the first book he saw, a medium-sized volume with dark lesther binding and
dlver scrollwork aong the spine. Thetitlewasinscribed in Slver letters: The Dictionary of Names.
Reiffen stopped himsdlf just in time from dragging hisfinger aong the open edge of the cover. Reluctantly
he | eft the book untouched, feding he had aready risked enough in coming through the door.

He went around the room, reading thetitles of the books on the tables. Most of them he didn't
understand. Not al were about magic. Of the few he could understand there were some smple atlases
and histories. One he even recognized as a history of Banking he had often read with his mother.

When he finished examining the books on the tables, he started to look at those on the library shelves
but was soon distracted by al the other things gathered there besides books. A ddlicate spiderweb
stretched across an ornate wooden frame, asif it were awork of art on exhibition, afat black spider as
big asthe end of histhumb sitting in the middle of the web. A spyglass that seemed to have been carved
from along piece of hollow bonelay onitsside on apair of ivory holders. A strange round contraption
with numbersinscribed around the edge and apair of levers pointing at the numbersticked like haf a
cricket.

The shelves covered al four walls of the room. There were no windows: the only opening wasthe
door through which Reiffen had entered. Soft light glowed from an unseen ceiling. Except for the tables,
the tops of which were level with Reffen's chest, there was no other furniturein the room. All of the
strange objects were set on the shelves, and none of them were very large. As he came to each, he had
to fight the urgeto pick it up.

With one he could bardly restrain himsdlf. It was the last thing he encountered on histour around the
room. A small green stone, no larger than apigeon's egg, lay on ashdf closeto the door under asmdll
bowl of glass.

At first he amost missed it. The stone was dark green, amost black, and seemed no more interesting
than a pretty pebble you might find in ashalow stream. He was going to ignoreit, but, as he passed it by,
the color of the stone seemed to lighten. Intrigued, he returned for a second look. The stone grew lighter
once more as he came closeto it. Other than the spider, which had seemed to lift its head and study him
even as he sudied it, the green sone was the only thing in the room that seemed to do anything.
Everything esejudt lay about, mysterious and Slent.

Reiffen tried different things with the stone. He waved hishand in front of it, but the stone remained the
same. Only when he moved hiswhole body close did the color change, and then it was not so much the
color changing asit wasthat the heart of the stone grew brighter. It was not like a Dwarven lamp, where



aclear gemwould cast itsradiance all around aroom. The green stone was dark, and itslight just enough
to gleam within its depths and lighten the blackness of its outer shell. It lent no color to the clear glass
bowl around it. And, when Reiffen remained close to the stone, he found that the light began to pulse,
faster than his bregthing.

With ashock he redlized the stone had joined the rhythm of his heartbeat. He jerked back from it asif
stung; at once the stone darkened back to greenish black. Cautiously he reached out with his hand once
more; but, again, there was no reaction from the stone.

He was both fascinated and repelled. He had never heard of such athing. All the other objectsin the
room were things he recognized, thingsthat, if not common in the human world, were & least familiar to
it. Except that round, ticking contraption. But never had he heard of a piece of stone that seemed to be
alive. He wished he could show it to Nolo. Nolo knew everything there was to know about stone.

Reiffen pushed at the upside-down bowl with hisfinger. It moved easily acrossthe shdf, but he pulled
back before he had moved the bowl more than afinger's breadth. Did he really want to touch the stone,
whatever it was? He was close enough to it again that it began to beat regularly once morein timewith
his heart. Its pulsing made him more aware of hisown heart thumping againg his chest with excitement.
Therewas so much to learn! If only Ussaisdidn't want to use him to further the Wizards plans. What he
wouldn't give to learn the green stone's purpose! And to read every book in the room aswell.

Therewasasmall noise a the door. Reiffen glanced up in alarm. The green stone pulsed very quickly
and much brighter than before asit sensed his sudden fear. But it was only Malio, peering around the
bottom of the door. His mustache drooped even more than usual.

"Please, dr," he whispered. "Can we go home?"

The moment was broken for Reiffen. He stepped away from the stone and it stopped its besting at
once. Secretly he was glad it had become aplain old rock again. He didn't know why, but he didn't want
Molio to noticeit. Reiffen just knew that the thought of the little man touching the one made him angry.
Just as he had been angry when Avender had first cometo live with himinthe Tear.

He stepped forward to cut off any view Molio might have of the stone. "Okay," he said quickly. "We
cango."

Thelittle man put hisfinger to hislips, parting his mustachein the middle. "Don't let Him hear you," he
whispered. "He knows everything that happensin Hisroom." He hurried off down the passage ill
talking, once he made certain that Reiffen had closed the door tightly behind them. "Not even soldiersgo
there," he said. "Molio isn't the only one scared of His place. Oh, no. No one likesto go there. No one at
dl"

"Y ou weren't so scared that you couldn't come get me," said Reiffen. He gave the little man acurious
look.

"You are Malio'sfriend. Molio should never have shown you His place. Hell know who showed you,
then Molio getsin trouble, too. It is bad to be adave, but thereisworse.”

The little man shook his head but would say nothing more about what might be worse than being a
dave. Reiffen thought he knew, though. There was a certain leve in the fortress below which Malio
refused to take him. There he might find dl the things that were worse than being adave. But nothing
Reiffen could think of could persuade the little man to take him there. If he wanted to learn what wasin
that part of the fortress he would have to go done.



9
The Road to Grangore

Ferristook adeep breath, savoring the strange smells of the sea. For a brief, happy moment, rescuing
Reiffen was the furthest thing from her mind. It wastheir first day out of Lugger and she was till getting
used to how different the tumbling ocean was from the lake. There was awildnessto the seathelake
could never have, not even when the fiercest winter sorms howled down from the Bavadarsto crashin
thin white waves aong the base of the Neck. The world was much larger than she had imagined, and she
had imagined it big to begin with. Avender had been on a chase through the mountains, but thiswasthe
first time Ferris had ever been more than aday's hike or sail from home. Sothend and Bracken were the
only places she had dept besides the Manor, until now. And the fact that she was missing her regular
choreswasthrilling, too.

They had spent three days on the Lugger road, pushing the horses hard the whole time. Giserre and
Redburr had traveled with them at the start, past Baldun and Firtop and through the pass between. B,
at thefirst junction in the road, the lady and the bear had turned south through the mountains for
Wayland, while Nolo and the children had followed the eastern way to the pine forests and farms of
Firron. Ferris guessed Giserre was halfway to Rimwich by now, while The Other Sde carried Nolo,
Avender, and her across the ragged blue water to Mremmen.

Around them thewind kicked a steady spray off the tops of the rolling waves. Gulls swooped and
soared. The Other Sde wasatrim craft with asingle mast, blue and yelow striped sails, and asmall
raised deck astern. Atop the deck the captain stood with hisarms on the heavy tiller ashe steered his
small vessdl southwest, through the mild waves of the Inner Seatoward the Toes. If all went well, he had
told them, they would reach Mremmen in less than aweek. And, with astrong wind out of the north to fill
their sail, everything was aready going well.

Ferris and Avender spent the day on deck, mesmerized by the bresk and roll of the ocean around
them, but Nolo mostly remained below. When he did come up he made sure he was holding fast to the
mast. Only once did the Dwarf approach the railing, and that was to see a dolphin that had popped up
out of the diding seasto race for awhile beside the foaming bow.

"What'sthat for?' asked Ferris asthe Dwarf tied one end of a strong rope around hiswaist and the
other to the mast, before approaching the sde of the ship.

Nolo pointed to the dark blue water. "1 don't know how deepitis"” hesaid. "If | fal in I'll never get
back to the surface.”

The ship's crew chuckled at the Dwarf's misgivings. Ferriswas certain none of them had ever seena
Dwarf before because of the way they had stared when Nolo came aboard. She guessed they didn't
believe hisexcuses at dl. Whether you had actually seen one or not, everyone had heard how tough
Dwarves were, and Nolo probably wasn't the first landlubber to be petrified by the thought of crossing
the open ocean. All the same, he kept close to the middle of the ship throughout the voyage. Whenever
he went near the side, he made sure he was securely tied down.

"It'snot that I'll drown,” he explained at supper that night to both children and crew. "But | cantt
breathe underwater like afish. Sooner or later I'll run out of air. Then I'd never get up off the bottom.” He
shook his head and drained a cup of grog, to which he had taken quite afancy. "Down there I'd be just



another statue with fish swimming in and out of my mouth. And not adrop to drink but water. A Bryddin
shuts down if he's smothered, and doesn't wake up till he can breathe again. Morm fell overboard once
on Lake Cammas, while he was fishing, and it was aweek before anyone found him. He wasright as
rocks, though, soon asthey dragged him up off the bottom and woke him up. But I'll stay right herein the
middle of the boat, if it'sall the sameto you. Water's alot deeper here.”

The next day the weather turned, and strong squalls drove them back and forth across the gray-green
waves. Ferris and Avender thought The Other Sde would founder at any moment, but the captain
seemed hardly to notice the change at all. They spent arough night and most of the next day rolling back
and forth in the hold beneath a swinging oil lamp. Ferristried to make hersdf fed better by remembering
that Reiffen was going through much worse but only managed to make herself more miserableinstead.

She and Avender were both glad when the storm began to clear the third evening out from Lugger.
They had reached the Toes, the hafway point of their voyage. Both children knew enough about sailing
to understand that no captain worth his sat would ever take a ship through such an archipelago at night,
but Nolo chafed at the delay.

They anchored besde alow, greenide, its shordine thick with trees. Tangled vinestrailed acrossthe
sandy beach to the water. To the west, the sun emerged for thefirst time all day as an orange ball below
the thinning clouds. Other idands loomed low againgt the evening. When the captain ordered the mate
and two sailors ashore for fresh water, Ferris wanted to go with them, but Nolo insisted she and Avender
remain on board.

Ferrisseyes narrowed. "Are there rebels on thisidand?' she asked.
"Rebels? Who said anything about rebels?' Nolo snorted to show what he thought of rebels.

"I heard al about the rebelsin Lugger while you were hiring the ship. Lots of people said we had to
watch out for rebelsif we sailed south.”

The captain shaded his eyes againgt the setting sun and watched his crewmen row ashore. "There are
renegadesin the Toes," he admitted, not noticing Nolo's sour look. "Not everyone in Banking accepts
Brannis astheir king. More than afew have come here to hide out among the fishermen. They clam
they're waiting for Prince Reiffen to come of age and lead them. But | guessthat's not likely to happen
now, isit."

"Y ou heard what happened?' asked Nolo.
"Aye. The news reached L ugger two days before you."

"Don't you think someonewill try to rescue him?* asked Ferriswithout thinking. Avender scowled,
and sheredlized a once she had said the wrong thing. Drawing attention to what they were trying to keep
secret wasn't agood idea. Nolo frowned at her severely from behind the captain's back.

But the captain didn't seem to notice her friends annoyance. "From Ussene?' He shook his head. "Not
likely. I've heard no one who goesin there ever comes out again. But what am | saying?' He looked
more closdly at the girl. Y ou look about the prince's age. Was he afriend of yours back in Vaing?'

"Oh, we knew him," said Ferriswith a matter-of-fact frown. "But | don't think anyone would ever call
usfriends. He was a prince, after dl."

Avender's scowl deepened, but Ferris knew she had to make up for her mistake. The only way she
knew to do that wasto act asif shedidn't know much about Reiffen at all, even if it was unfair to make
srangersthink he had been putting on airsin Valing. Nolo sighed softly, hisbeard fluttering.



"Kingsand queens are different,” agreed the captain, with an understanding nod.
Avender roseto the defense of hisfriend. "It'still terrible, what happened to him.”

"Aye, that's plain truth." The captain watched his mate lead the sailors ashore and pull the boat up the
beach behind them. "I suppose the rebelsll have nothing to fight for, now. They've taken aship or two,
and hed afew travelersfor ransom. But without Prince Reiffen to make their cause, they'll be no more
than pirates.”

Nolo eyed the distance from ship to shore. "Are you sure we're safe here?’

"'Safe enough, with aBryddin aboard, 1'd say. Even renegades know better than to try and fight
Bryddin."

"That only worksif they know I'm here."

"I guess that meansyou'll have to deep on deck tonight so they can seeyou." Ferrislooked up at the
clearing sky and hid asmug smile. The captain wasn't giving Reiffen's rescue a second thought. "At leest
it'll beagood night for it."

Anxioudy the Dwarf peered over the Side. "I guessit's not too deep. | won't need to worry about
finding the bottom here. If | haveto, | can dwayswak ashore.”

They talked for awhile about other things as the stars crept out from behind the thinning clouds. After
supper the crew, their pipes gleaming red in the darkness like drowsing sparks, told tales of the sea.
Idands that floated and water that burned, the mariners did their best to astonish the children with the
strangeness of their windblown world. Both Avender and Ferris peered cautioudy overboard asthe
sailors described the stranger creatures of the deep, birds that swam and fish that flew. And both hoped
they might see at least one or the other before they went ashore.

That night, as Ferris had suggested, everyone dept on deck. She scanned the shore for rebel
campfires, anyway, before she settled down.

"Avender?' The Dwarf had aready begun to snore on her left. "Do you think Reiffen knows about the
rebels?'

"l suppose.” The boy lay wrapped in his blanket, his hands behind his head as he watched the sky.
"But | don't think so. He probably would have said something if hedid.”

"I'll bet Giserre knows."
"I'll bet she does, too. She gets lettersfrom Mamoret dl thetime.”

Ferrislistened to the waves rolling along the shore. Slegping on an anchored boat, she decided, was
much different from when it was under sail. The the ship had seemed to strain against the seq, and the
waves had tried to hold them back as the wind had flung them forward. But tonight the swell rocked
them as gently asthe lake back home.

"Do you think Reiffen should be king?' Ferris asked.

Avender paused for amoment before he answered. "Redburr's dways said Reiffen shouldn't try to be
king," he said finaly. "He saysit would sart awar."

"Wl | don't think there should beawar.” Ferris remembered how much the two boys had fought
when they were small. Redburr had been forever growling at them and forcing them apart. "But | do think
Reiffen should be king. Heistherightful heir. And everybody says Brannisis doing aterrible job anyway.



Maybe when we, you know . . ." Shelooked around to seeif anyone was listening and lowered her
voiceto awhisper. "When we bring him back from Ussene we can help him be king, too. Maybe well
defeat the Wizards and everyone will be so happy that even Branniswill see Reiffen should be king.”

"Maybe," Avender said. But Ferrisknew he didn't really think anything could ever be so easy.
Especialy not becoming aking. They were still along way from Ussene.

Sherolled over onto her side between the Dwarf and the boy and tried her best not to think of al the
questions crowding her mind. Had the ship not rocked so gently, shewould certainly have failed. But it
did, and it wasn't long before her snores were mixing with her friends across the crisp spring night.

Asthe captain had predicted, they sailed into Mremmen on the morning of the seventh day after
leaving Lugger. To the north, the Blue Mountains raised distant peaks across the top of the sea. To the
south, the water swept unchecked to the sky. Before them the Ambore flowed through agentle valey,
the new town building againgt the hills behind the southern shore. Ferrisleaned on the ship'srall and tried
hard not to missathing.

"Someday," said Nolo, as he watched their arrival from the safety of the mast, "Mremmen'll be a port
toriva Far Mouthing. Therésalot to trade among humans and Bryddin.”

For now, Ferris saw only ajumble of docks and ships and houses, with great throngs of people
elbowing one another out of the way asthey hurried about the crowded streets. There were Dwarvesin
Mremmen, and both children looked about eagerly in hope of seeing one. But Nolo was anxiousto be
off upriver on the sametide that had brought them in and, before they knew it, had booked passage to
Bridging on asmall doop. Avender and Ferris understood the need for haste, but they wouldn't have
minded alook around the town dl the same. It wasn't every day they got to visit abrand-new city.

Ferris could barely contain her disappointment as they said good-bye to their shipmates and stopped
inthe bustling town just long enough to buy fresh provisons. Wistfully, astheir new ship Sarted
upstream, she watched the noisy streets fade down the river behind them. The blue and yellow sails of
The Other Sde disappeared beyond thefirst broad turn.

To Ferrissway of thinking, the river passage was more like asail through the Narrows and down to
the southern end of the lake than it waslike their crossing of the Inner Sea. Mremmen's open bay closed
swiftly into the Ambore's duggish current, the water dow and brown. Long woods brushed by on either
bank. Willows swept their early leavesin screens of pale green along the shore. On the ship there was
hardly any room for passengers. every square foot was buried beneath sacks of grain, or barrels of sated
fish, or coils of rope. The craft going upstream beside them all appeared as deeply |aden astheir own,
but those sailing down floated high above the water.

"Why are those boats riding so much higher than ours?' asked Ferris as another lightly loaded wherry
raced by.

"A bag of gemstones doesn't weigh as much astwenty barrels of flour," answered Nolo.
"Since when isabag of gemstones worth only twenty bags of flour?”

"Since humans started working some of the upper mines. I've heard children in Mamoret play with
rubies now instead of cat's-eyes."

The doop's captain spoke up from his place at the stern. "It's not gemstones folks are looking to bring
back with them anymore from Grangore. It's lamps and Dwarven arms.”

"Arms?' Nolo's heavy brows rose questioningly. "Bryddin are crafting arms for humans?"*



"Not Bryddin," admitted the captain. "But human smithswho've learned the Bryddin skills. There's
more than afew forgesin Grangore, from what | hear. And, like as not, therell soon be more. Not that
I've actudly been there mysdlf.”

They reached Bridging near noon the next day. The children marveled at the town, which was built
upon alow stone bridge where it crossed a shallow siretch of the river on aseries of five heavy piers.
Tal, narrow houses covered both sides completely, al crammed so closely together their wooden sides
leaned crazily out over the curling water in search of extraroom. Not one looked anything like any of the
others. Some had bal conies with clothes hung out to dry; others bristled with smoke and chimneys.
Rickety stairsled from floor to floor and house to house, and the bottom of every pier wasthick with
boats, barges, and baes. Both children were eager to explore this odd town, with its single busy street
that crossed the bridge between the buildings, even more than Mremmen; but once again Nolo hurried
them on. The closer they came to Grangore, the more impatient he grew. He knew how far they till had
left totravel.

"But how could it hurt to stop for just aminute?' Ferriss eyeslingered on apair of Dwarven lamps
offered for sdlein one of the shops. The gems glowed dully from insde small wooden boxes, their soft
light swallowed up by the daytime.

"How would you fed, lass," cdled the Dwarf over his shoulder as he pushed forward through the
crowd, "if we got to Reiffen just that one minute too late? We've got the hard part of our journey ahead
of usnow. No more easy sailing. Just weary footwork for milesand miles.”

Ferris couldn't help but grumble, though she knew the Dwarf wasright. Avender, who had been
eyeing afine sword in another stall, said nothing. He flashed Ferrisa guilty look, and she knew hewas
telling her they had been enjoying their trip too much. Who knew what dark cavern Reiffen was cowering
in, and here she was pouting because she couldn't take astrall through the Bridging market. She hiked
her pack higher on her back and hurried after the Dwarf. Thistime she didn't look back at the curiogities
she had to leave behind. By the time they reached the woods, the straps of her pack were aready
chafing her shoulders.

Their road soon became little more than anarrow track asit climbed swiftly into the northern hills. At
first they passed through forest filled with e m and ash and hickory; but, as the path took them higher and
deeper into the woods, the ground grew hard and rocky. The trees turned to balsam and spruce. Ferris
trudged aong after Nolo in the wooded gloom, Avender close behind. Rarely did the path follow a
straight line for more than a pace or two, so broken was the land by rock and root. Only the occasiona
flitting of birds, or the swish of abranch behind alegping squirrd, disturbed the tillness of the trees.

Nolo pushed them hard. Though his short legswould never keep up if Avender and Ferris set off at a
run, the Dwarf could stick to afast walk far longer than they. Each morning he roused them cold and stiff
before the sun was up and kept them marching al the long day until there wasn't enough light Ieft in the
forest to see by. And each evening they fdll back exhausted to the ground with hardly the strength to
remove their packs. Often they were adeep before Nolo had even started their campfire or served out
their ration of bread and cheese. Ferris had worked hard all her lifein her mother's house, but, by the
middle of her second day on the road, she was ready to go back to baking bread and sweeping floors.
At least at the Manor there was some break to the routine. Y ou could take the sun on the porch for a
minute or two, or take ataste from the stew pot. Here, at the edge of the Blue Mountains, there was
nothing but trudging and trees.

They passed no one on the way.

"Whereiseveryone?' Ferris shifted her heavy pack for the twenty-seventh time and reached for a
sapling to help her over arough spot in the path.



"Mosgt travelers keep to the water,” said Nolo without turning round. "But it's Sower. Theriver tekesa
wide bend westward just past Bridging. The road's the straighter path. But you can't get awagon over
the road, so hardly anyone comesthisway anymore. And then there's the woodlings."

"Woodlings?"

"Aye, woodlings." Nolo poked hishairy chin at thetrees. "They're kin to the Keeadini, even though
they livein theforest. They know we're here, you can be sure of that. But | doubt we'll see any more of
them than we did the rebelsin the Toes. They won't bother uswhile I'm aong.”

"Why not?" Ferris shifted her pack again.

"Because woodlings and Bryddin are grest friends. They were the first humans we met after Mennon
helped usfind our way up out of the ground. If it was humans you were traveling with, well, that would
be another vein completdly.”

"What would happen then?"
"At the very least you'd have to pay atoll."

Ferristugged at her pack for the twenty-ninth time and peered suspicioudy at the dark woods around
her.

She dept little that night, though Nolo and Avender snored away easily on either side of her by thefire.
Every dight sound signaled a stranger's gpproach, as far as she was concerned. But they never did see
any woodlings. Nolo told her they were definitely out there, watching from behind maossy boulders and
rough-barked trees; but Avender indsted it was just her imagination every time she thought she saw
something moving in the woods.

Uphill and down they went, never seeming to make much headway in ether direction. All the brooks
and streamsthey crossed ran west toward the long curve of the Ambore, now many leagues away. But
nowhere was there aheight of land or aridge to climb to get a sense of what lay beyond the forest. All
was thick pinewoods and lichen and stone, with the sky barely seen through the heavy branches above.
And it was dways cool and damp, the sun as effectively shut away asif they wereingde amossy cave.

On their third afternoon in the forest they came out of the trees close beside a deep gorge. Far below
ran awild and foaming river. A thin bridge of blumet and stone spanned the chasm in aclutch of metd as
fine aswoven cloth. Twin pairs of carved giants stood at either end, their stone backs bent beneath their
heavy burden. Each held ablumet cable in itsthick stone hands. The two cables|ooped across the gorge,
the dender span suspended below them on silver strands that gleamed in the late-afternoon sunlight.
Ferristhought the thin mesh of the roadway wasfar too frail to hold her or Avender, let done aDwarf,
but Nolo set his heavy foot upon the ddlicate path without the dightest hesitation. The children followed
carefully. The way waswide enough for alarge cart, but they kept their course to the middle al the same.
Far below, the river sormed through the chasm, a splashing ribbon of wild white and blue. Smdl shrubs
and stunted trees clung to the steep cliffs a elther Sde, and everywhere the stones were thick and green
with mossand fern.

Beyond the bridge their track joined a second, wider road that led them shortly to the village of Upper
Crossing. Geese and chickens wandered the muddy streets; curious dogs barked at their arriva. Ferris
fet immediady a home. All the houses were framed in dark wood, their upper floors projecting out
dightly into the street, like the housesin Bracken or Eastbay. They passed the night comfortably in the
locd inn, though it was so crowded they had to deep in the barn; but Nolo had them up again before
dawn the next morning, with no more than a cup of hot soup and dice of fresh bread to greet the day.
Then they were off once more, rubbing their eyes deepily asthey sarted on thefina leg of the road to



Grangore.

The highway was busy: the traffic from theriver had returned. Wagonsrolled past in both directions
along the smooth Bryddin road. The three travelers made good progress even though everyone they
passed ing sted on stopping to bow respectfully to Nolo. Despite his anxious hurry, he had to bow
solemnly tothem al inreturn.

"What anuisancel" he grumbled, his beard wagging in exasperation. "All thisformality.”

A sense of growing urgency had begun to nag at dl of them asthey came closer and closer to
Grangore and the entrance to the Stoneways. Nolo had told them that, even when they reached
Issinlough, they would il be lessthan hdfway to Ussene. They had been two weeks on their journey,
and every new day was a chance for the Three to do something terrible to Reiffen, if they hadn't already.
The leaves budded and spread their green canvas above the road, and Ferris and Avender worried more
and more about what might happen to their friend.

That night it rained, and though Nolo dug aquick burrow for them in the side of ahill, they still spent a
wet and muddy night. Water seeped down through the roof of their makeshift cave, dripping from the
matted roots above their heads. In the morning Ferris woke with a stuffy nose that was only made worse
by her filthy clothes. When Nolo refused to light afire so she could spend the morning drying out, she
threw asmdl| tantrum.

"WEélIl bein Grangore tomorrow," said the Dwarf mildly, despite the rain pelting hishead and
shoulders. "Y ou can get a hot bath there.”

Ferris sneezed and kicked her pack. Endless dull traveling was hardly what she had expected when
she had inssted on coming dong. "Grest," she complained. "l can hardly wait. By that time I'll havea
fever and well lose awhole week while you have to nurse me back to health.”

"No, wewon't." With agood-natured grin, the Dwarf picked the girl's pack up off the muddy ground.
"WEell just leave you behind.”

Ferrissjaw dropped. "What? Y ou'd leave me dl adonein the middle of nowhere?!

"Not the middle of nowhere, lass." Nolo held the pack as Ferristied her long braids around her head
and dipped her arms through the grubby straps. She fdt asfilthy astheroad. "Therere folksin Grangore
I'd trust you with. But if you can't keep up now, it'll only get worsein Bryddiough.”

Ferriswrinkled her upper lip to hold back another sneeze. Grit and grime trickled down her neck. She
was cold and she was miserable, but she wasn't going to be | eft behind no matter what. She noticed
Avender watching her with some concern as she scratched her nose with adirty hand, hishair hanging in
dark strings across hisface. She supposed she looked just as awful.

"If you want," he whigpered asthey set off after the Dwarf, "we can put some of your thingsin my
pack.”

She shook her head and flipped up the hood of her cloak. The rain wasn't coming down that hard, just
acold and steady drizzle. Although she couldn't control her sniffles, she didn't utter another word of
complaint the rest of the day. The rain sopped in the early afternoon and Nolo built awarm firefirst thing
when they camped that evening. Determined not to get sick, Ferriswrapped hersdf in her cleanest, driest
clothesand fell adeep close to the flames without even bothering to eat. She woke once, in the middle of
the night, to find thefire still burning strong and the Dwarf beside her feeding fresh wood to the flames.



In the morning her sneezing had turned to a harmless cough. Ferriswrapped adry scarf around her neck
and followed Nolo and Avender up the stegpening trail. Now every hill climbed brought another and
taller one beyond. Leafy maples and hemwood spread their new leaves above the road, but the travelers
were gill ableto catch their firgt glimpse of the mountains before lunch, the sun gleaming on the upper
peaks. But it was late afternoon before they finally rounded the spur of the Egg and entered Grangore
from the south.

All three crags loomed high above the valley. To the west rose Ivismundra, sharp as awolf'stooth
againg the weathering sky. Alodomin's rounded crest faced it from the east. Between them, at the head
of thevde, Alodocin climbed more gently than itstwo companions, but to ataller height. Snow glinted on
the upper dopes, and the lower meadows were speckled with blooming snow-bells and yellow henbud.
Dark forests ribbed the lower ridges with rows of tamaracks and firs.

They climbed up into the valey. Beside the road the Ambore, now no more than a swift mountain
stream, clattered away. Road and river ran Side by side through the center of the vale, past scattered
farmhouses and newly cleared pastures stubbled with the stumps of trees.

Grangore itself was even newer than Mremmen or Bridging, and asfilled with people and wagons as
Eastbay on market day. The sharp scent of fresh wood being planed and split, and the ring of hammers
and humming saws, filled the air. Wagons laden with food and forage filled the street. Had Nolo not been
with them, the children would have had to put their chins down and fight for position, or been jostled
from the road. But unlike an Eastbay market, the people wandering about were from everywherein the
world. Savage nomads from Keeadin with their painted faces and feathered hair; rough seamen from
Cuspor with tattoos of fish and leviathan on their foreheads and hands; silent Dremen from the far we<,
salled dl theway south around Fetland on the rumor of rubies and gold; and others whom neither
Avender nor Ferris had ever heard of, |et one seen in person. News of Bryddin weelth had traveled far
and wide in the years since Uhle had first dug hisway up from stone to sun. Several humans passed by
carrying light wicker baskets, with Hissers hidden ingde for sure. Ferris thought she saw the long forked
tongue of one dithering out from between straw dats to taste the world. The whole town bustled and
busied itsdlf asif everything had to be done today, to make way for al the new things that had ill to be
done tomorrow.

But nowhere did they see any Dwarves.
"Where arethey?' asked Ferriswith adight, impatient cough.
"Where arewhat?' Nolo arched his heavy brows.

"The Bryddin, of course," she answered crosdy. She knew that he knew perfectly well what she
meant. "We haven't seen one yet thisentireftrip. | thought Grangore and Mremmen were supposed to be
full of Bryddin."

"They're here." Nolo kept them going steadily towards the center of town. "How full of Bryddin do
you expect the place to be, anyway?"

"Enough so we might seeafew,” put in Avender, who was just as curious as hisfriend. ™Y ou're dill the
only Bryddin weve ever met."

"How many arethere, anyway?' asked Ferris. "In Grangore, that is."
"Nine, thelast | heard."

"Nine!" Ferrisglared at the crowd around her. "Why, that's hardly any!"



"Nine Bryddin outside Bryddlough isalot,” said Nolo. "How many Bryddin do you think there arein
al theworld?'

Ferris shrugged, not thinking that was a question she should rightly be expected to answer.
"Eighty-seven hundred and thirty-nine," said the Dwarf.

"That'snot so many,” said Ferris. "l think amost that many peoplelivein Vding."

"How do you know the number so exactly?' asked Avender.

"Because Bryddstold us how many we were when he made us." Nolo stepped aside to avoid the
back of an overloaded mule. "From first to last we've dways kept count. That'swhy Yddiniscaled as
heis. Yddin meanslast in our tongue. And | know | was the three hundred and seventy-eighth to come
up out of the dark into Bryddlough.”

At that moment, asif the meeting had been planned, there was a buried shout from the crowd in front
of them. The throng parted to reved another Dwarf hurrying forward.

"Nolo!" shouted the newcomer. He was shorter and thicker than their companion, but hishair was
curlier and less gray. Like Nolo, he wore athin circle of iron around his forehead. Hisface brokeinto a
beaming amile

"Huri!" cdled Nolo.

Everyonein the crowded street stepped back respectfully as the Dwarves bowed once, then clasped
one another in agrip that Avender and Ferris knew would crush any humanto jelly.

"Youvereturned!"
"I couldn't stay away forever."
"Soright, my friend. No matter how much Abben cdls, there are dwaysthe Veils."

They held each other at arm'slength for amoment before embracing once more. Then Nolo
disentangled himsdlf to introduce his companions. Avender and Ferris stepped forward and bowed asthe
Dwarves had done. Huri accepted their gesture with one of his own before cheerfully offering his hand
human style. The children took his grip gingerly, but Huri knew better than to squeeze too hard. Ferris
thought shaking his hand was like holding a stone that moved.

"Wdl," hesaid, peering a her and Avender, "l take it you're on your way to Issnlough.”
"We can't wait to get there," said Ferristruthfully.

Huri shaded his eyes and looked up at the afternoon sun. "It'stoo late in the day to be tarting out for
the Sun Road. Y ou'll have to spend the night with usin thelough. I'll show you the way."

"Actudly, Huri, we have to step into the Lamp and Candle, first."

"None of that now, Nolo," said the other Dwarf with atwinklein hiseye. "Thedein thelough'severy
bit as good asthat at the Lamp. No need to make extra stops along the way."

"It'snot what you think, Mr. Huri," interrupted Ferris. "We're supposed to meet afriend there"

"Just plain Huri, if you please." Huri looked up at her thoughtfully and stroked his glossy beard. "A
friend, you say?'

"| think you know him," said Nolo. "Big fellow, name of Redburr.”



"I know him," began Huri. "But there wasthis problem—"

hat's the fool done now?' Nolo threw up hishands. "That bear has as much sense asalump of

"Hold on." Huri caught hisold friend by the shoulder as Nolo was about to rush off to theinn. "He's
aready waiting for you at the lough. It was just alittle matter of an unpaid bill. | already took care of it.
The price of apint'sabit higher at the Lamp now than it was the last time Redburr wasin town."

"Redburr's been here before?' asked Ferris.

"He has, lass. And very hdpful he's been both times. Now, if you'll dl just follow me." Huri turned and
started up the Street. The crowd parted magically before him, as much, perhaps, for fear of the pain of
bumping into him as out of ordinary respect.

Nolo and the children followed.

10
An Underground Evening

The Dwarves lough was set in the sde of asmal hill at the north end of town. A pair of humansin
Bryddin armor guarded the open doorway. Carved birds flocked tightly along the dark stone arch, with a
great eagle in the middle and gulls and owls and pigeons wheeling and banking on either side. Such was
the skill of the Dwarvesthat Ferris kept expecting one or another of the birdsto turn out to berea and
fly away, especialy the pigeons. Below them, running down the single columns of stone on either Sde,
were tangled together al the other animals of the forest, from squirrels and bats and raccoons scrambling
close beneath the birds, to bobcat, and fox and skunk. And clustered happily at the bottom, three or four
tiny moles snuffled at the feet of apair of great bears. On the | eft the bear ood onitshind legs, its
forepaws reaching up for a beehive, bees darting about its face; but on theright it was on dl fours, curled
around the column, its eyesintent on afish legping clear of atangle of frogs and sdlamandersin the pool
just beyond itsreach. A wolf rested nearby, its bushy tail tucked benesth itsbelly. Ferris had to stop
hersdf from trying to Sroke its stony fur.

"Those bears ook just like Redburr," she said, peering back and forth between the carvings.
"Of coursethey do." Huri wiggled his bushy brows. "He was the modd."

The guards saluted the Dwarves as they passed. "Wish we could get them to stop that,” whispered
Huri when they wereingde. "It's bad enough needing them at dl. Just the sort of thing that makes Angun
think hesright.”

"Not al humans arethieves," said Nolo.
Huri shrugged. "Until we hired the guards, the lamps were stolen regularly.”

Insde the hill everything was bright as the passage descended into the earth, despite the lack of
windows. Dwarven lamps set atop ddlicately carved sconces lined both walls, each lamp asingle bright
jewd the size and shape of asmall bird's egg. At the end of the hallway they came to along room with
many doorways opening out on either sde. Some echoed with the clang of hammered meta and the
chink of chisdled stone; others gave off heat and hinted at great furnaces. Two Dwarves emerged from a



passage on their |eft, their conversation interrupted by the appearance of Huri and his guests.
"Nolo!" cried one.
"You're here?' said the other sourly. "We weren't expecting you yet."
"Y ou weren't?"
"| told them you'd be another day at least,” said athird voice.

As he spoke, the Shaper climbed up to join them from a set of stairs at the other end of the hall. In one
hand he held what was |eft of awhole chicken; his other thick fist gripped alarge mug. He made avery
large human, both tal and wide, with thick tufts of red hair bulging out around hisjacket at the neck and
wrigts, and along red beard that fell most of the way down hisround belly.

Ferrisrushed down the hall to give him a hug, and coughed dightly when he hugged her back. He
looked at her carefully but said nothing as she and Avender were introduced to the two new Dwarves,
Nurr and Angun. Ferristhought Angun didn't look half so pleased to meet them as Nurr, or as Huri had
outside in the street. Angun bowed stiffly to the children but didn't shake their hands. He wastdler than
the other three Bryddin and wore his beard trimmed close againgt his chin.

"Don't mind him," whispered Redburr to Ferristhrough amouthful of chicken. "Hethinksthe Bryddin
should close the Sun Road and go back to living aone on the bottom of theworld.”

When theintroductions were finished, Nurr turned to Redburr and asked, "I s there anything left to eat
down below, or have you consumed it al?"

The Shaper waved his chicken back toward the stairs. "Theres alittle left,” he said. He drained his
mug and wiped his mouth on hisdeeve. "But more's aways agood idea. And bring alittle soup, too," he
added, eyeing Ferrisonce again. "For thegirl."

"That'swhat | thought. I'll go help Beadly bring out another round. Meantime, Huri, why don't you and
Angun take our guests downdairs."

Huri led them off toward the Staircase & the other end of the hall. Angun followed just behind, his
mouth pursed in amanner that suggested he didn't gpprove of bringing humans any farther into the lough,
no matter how friendly they were.

The broad steps disappeared into darkness. Ferris heditated, afraid of ssumbling where she couldn't
see. Nolo offered her a stony hand.

"Youll get usedtoit,” he said gruffly. "Therésalot of darkness underground. And thisisn't redly the
Abyss. Only animitation.”

Fedling momentarily likeasmal child, though she wastaller than the Dwarf, Ferristook Nolo's hand.
Avender did the same on the Dwarf's other side. The next moment the roof cut off the light behind them.
They went on blindly, but Nolo didn't dacken his pace. The stairs ended after afew more steps, Ferris
felt asif she had entered another large room. Her footsteps echoed faintly from unseen walls. From
somewhere in the darkness came the clear tone of water trickling drop by drop into adeep pooal.

"Look up," said Nolo.

Ferrisraised her eyes. For amoment she thought she saw the stars twinkling in the sky. Then she
remembered it was il late afternoon outside and redlized the glimmering light was the result of some
Bryddin craft.



"Hereweare." Huri's voice came strangely out of the darknessin front of them. "Y ou'll find benches
and atableif you comeforward alittle more.”

They groped their way on, and were soon sitting on hard stone benches, their elbows resting on a
stone table, both as smooth as bone.

"Look," sad Ferris, pointing upwards at the glittering ceiling. "Theresthe Bear. And the Throne.”
"AndtheFdls" said Avender.
"And the Serpent, and the Hawk."

The children ticked off each congtellation as they found them in their proper places across the rocky
heaven. The lights shimmered the same asred stars and, had they not known it was till afternoon
outside, both Ferris and Avender would have been certain they were standing under atrue night sky.

"It'sbeautiful," Ferriswhispered.

A light came on in the darkness beside them; the shining celling vanished. Huri set the lamp he had
taken from his pocket atop a thin stone candlestick on the table. Nolo did the same with his. Severa
empty platters and bowlslay scattered about in the thin, cold light.

"Y ou might have donethat earlier,” grumbled Redburr. "Humans need their light. Not to mention
bears.

Huri chuckled. "1 know. But then they would never have seen our stars. Welcome to Minabbenett.
Our night sky underground.”

"A dreamer'sfancy." Angun frowned, stepping forward out of the darknessto join themin thelight.
Hisglver circlet sparkled.

Thelampslit the table and the faces around it, but not much more. The rest of the cave remained dark
and unseen. Water continued to fal softly somewhere out of sight. Ferris could only guess at the cave's
size, and realized the Stoneways might not be as pleasant a place as she had imagined. The dark beyond
the light might hide many things. And there was the Abyssto think about, aswell.

Nurr returned with asmall, stout man, the two of them loaded down with platters of mutton and
cabbage and mushrooms, and not afew pots of beer. They set out the food and everyone promptly
helped themselves, Redburr leading the way. His chicken waslong gone. The medl was hot and
wholesome, and Ferrisand Avender both fell in with awill. She especialy enjoyed her soup, which
cleared her thickened throat and nose, and warmed away the last chill from the road. Now if she could
only get ahot bath.

When the edge was off everyone's gppetite, except, perhaps, for Redburr's, the Dwarves began to
talk about the road ahead, and the changes Nolo was sure to find upon hisreturn to Bryddlough.

"The Sun Road'saregular highway, now," said Huri, helping himsdlf to another mushroom. "There's
even aninnaongtheway."

"Aninn?' Nolo looked up from hismug. "Thet | hadn't heard.”

"Unfortunately,” said Angun gtiffly, "you're not the only one among usto find he can no longer do
without the comforts he's picked up on the roof of the world."

"Theresalot Bryddin and humans can learn from one another,” answered Nurr.

"I'll drink to that." Nolo raised his cup. Huri and the Shaper joined him.



"Yes" sad Angun with afrown. He had only eaten mushroomsfor hismedl, and was only drinking
water. "Likefighting, for ingance."

"It'snot dl fighting, Angun,” said Nolo easily. He clapped hisfellow Bryddin on the back. "Spend a
little more time up here and you might find alot you like."

"Y ou're hardly the oneto talk, Abbening."
Nurr and Huri both chuckled, and even Nolo smiled.
"Abbening?' asked Ferris.

"I've been away from Bryddlough so long, lass, my old friends have started caling me Abbening—the
Sunburnt One."

"But you're not sunburnt.”
"It'sajoke," said Huri, winking broadly at Ferris acrossthe table.

" 'Funny asa Dwarf' is never going to be apopular saying,” said Redburr as he gnawed on the last of
the mutton. "But not al humansliketo fight, Angun. Most of them hateit. It only takes one Sdeto sart a
wa."

"Yes" said Angun. "But humans dways do seem to find that one Sde, don't they?!

"Being ahuman is much more complicated than being aBryddin." Redburr put down his mutton bone
and wiped hisfingerson hisaready filthy jersay. "They started life under Areft's hand, not Brydds. And
there are the Wizards. It's one thing to wrestle manders. Wizards are something else entirely.”

"We have been lucky,” agreed Huri. "We are the gift of Brydds."

The Dwarf raised his cup to the hidden darkness, then drained it in asingle pull. The other three
Dwarvesjoined him in histoast. When they were done, dl four began to sing, their voices deep and
resonant. Redburr took the lamps from their candlesticks and covered them on the table benegth adirty
bowl. The cave returned to dimness; the sone stars glimmered above their heads once more.

The Bryddin sang in their own tongue, their voices |ow and sonorous, the sorts of voices Ferris thought
caves might have if caves had voices. The words they sang were thick and rough and hard as stone. The
harsh consonants ground together, clashing and smashing against one another. Ferrisdidn't understand a
word, but in her mind rose apicture of great beauty and sadness, aworld without sun or sky. A londly
world, without ablade of grass or sngle flower, but filled nonetheless with adarkness strong as light that
al but illuminated the buried rocks with shadow. The voices rumbled back and forth across the chamber,
and rose up until dl the hdl wasfilled with awedth of music.

When they were done Redburr took up apart of the song in his own deep voice, singing in the human
tongue.

"Dim.

Dim.

Dim.

Brydds draws breath.

Another he sends

Upward

Through the darkness.
Father-born in utter blackness,



He gives us life.

In that moment of each shaping,
He gives his heart,

And breath,

And craft.

Torn from him,

We cling to him,

And to no other.

Too short the span when child exults
With father.

Then,

Wisdom given,

Fearful parting.

Blown upward on the breath

Of his expiring,

We fly in fear through the Abyss;
Eyes still sightless,

Fingers empty.

Stone unfelt

And yet imagined,

Hearts of earth still far above.
And yet,

As for something lost and missing,
Bryddin cry out for the father
Left in darkness

Deep below.

He who taught us;

He who wrought us;

He who with his breath

Hath brought us.

"Pale.
Pale.
Pale.
To each
His heart in portions
Cast;
His strength in pieces
Parceled outward;
His spirit hewn apart among us.
Deep he sleeps
With breath unbidden.
Shadowed Ina,
Emptied by his own hand's giving.
Still he lies
So deep below us.
How we call him!
How we miss him!
How we wish that
We might show him
What we fashion from his knowledge.



What we mold
From his forbearance.
How we light his prison's window.

Lamps to lift his heavy darkness.

Fire to warm his empty body.

He who lies in sleep

Believing

That he lives

In our conceiving,

Knows that we can resurrect him
Through the strength of all our building.
Through our hands

His own are making.

Would that we might make him happy.
He who taught us;

He who wrought us;

He who with his breath

Hath brought us."”

Redburr's singing ended. There was no sound in the cave except water dripping. For atimethe
darkness was, once again, overwheming. Ferris began to understand why everything the Bryddin did
was done with such care.

"WemissBrydds" said Huri findly.
"And Hodi," said Angun.
"And Finlis" said Nurr.

Asthe Bryddin began to speak the human tongue again, the darkness seemed to lessen. It was a
warmer darkness once more, with shining stars above. Ferris and Avender felt their hosts beside them at
thetable.

"Tel usabout Finlis, Nolo," said Huri at length. "He and | worked long together upon the Halvanankh.
Perhapsyou might tell thetde of hisbresking.”

"Wevewaited along whileto hear you tell it," added Nurr.
"Itisasad tde" acknowledged Nolo. "And sadder, too, perhaps, for some among us."

Ferristurned to Avender, but she couldn't see him in the darkness. Lately she had noticed, whenever
someone started up "The Lay of Ablen,” that Avender usualy dipped quietly from the room before the
snger was past thefirst verse.

"Avender and | have heard the story an awful lot," she said. "Maybe someone could show us around
theloughin—"

"It'sokay," Avender interrupted. "Nolo wasthere. I've never heard him tell the Sory. Giserre dways
told Reiffen and me not to ask."

With aclatter of glass, the Dwarf poured himsdf afresh cup of ae. "Well then," he began. "If the boy
redlly doesn't mind, | won', either. Hisfather was with usthat day. And Reiffen's. And Seedin, who was
seward then with hiswifein Valing. It was Seedin who led us through the cavesin the Neck to Fittin's



He stopped for amoment, gathering the threads of his story. Hisfeet scuffed acrossthe floor ashe
settled himsdlf on the bench; drinking from his mug, he swallowed loudly.

"l suppose | should start from the beginning. 1t was after we defested the Bankings at Rimwich and
buried Mennon and the other dead that King Brioss declared he would go to Vding to retrieve the
Sword. Y ou know about the Sword?”’

"Weve heard thetae," said Angun.
"The sword Pittin used to kill Areft?' said Huri.

"That'sthe one. Brioss wanted it to sanctify the joining of Banking and Wayland into one kingdom.
Vaing'swhereit's dways been hidden.”

"Briosswasawise man," said the Shaper. "Unlike his brother."

Nolo paid no attention to the interruption. "Briosss son, Prince Ablen, went with us," he continued,
"and Queen Lodlin of Banking with her consort, Cuhurran. And Princess Gisarre, first cousin to the
gueen. Brioss wanted the prince and princessto marry, to sed the union of the two lands. Martis, whom
we dl thought then was only the king's counsdor, came, too, and many others from both Rimwich and
Mamoret. Finlisand | rode along with them, to see more of the northern lands. But therest of the
Bryddin stayed behind in Rimwich to help rebuild. If wed only known then that Martis and Cuhurran
were redly both Wizards, Finliswould probably still be with us.

"It took usaweek to travel from Rimwich to Vaing. We went overland along the north road, through
theforest and the Low Bavadars. At night we camped benesth the stars. Ablen and Giserre were often
together, asthe king hoped. They started off cool to one another, but Giserre was very beautiful. Still is,
I'mtold. Even Finlisand | could see that Brioss's hopes were coming true. And Lodllin was aso content.
Any marriage between her cousin and the king's son would keep her line on the throne the same ashis.

"They were afingly forged couple, the prince and princess. We were happy for them, especially since
their marriage would help settle down the two kingdoms. It was Ablen's courtesy to her, and Lo€lin, too,
that made Gisarrefal in love with him. Hewaswisg, like hisfather, and wooed her asafriend, not a
conqueror.

"It was dl settled by the time we reached VValing. Ablen and Giserre wanted to marry at once. Martis,
however, advised the king that such an important wedding had to be donein Rimwich. But Giserre and
Ablen couldn't wait. They persuaded Seedin to marry them secretly, with only Finlisand myself to
witness the ceremony. I'm sure Seedin got permission privately from the king for the union, or he would
never have performed it. But the result of Martiss counsd was that the marriage was secret, and never
recognized in Rimwich. That'swhy Brannis became king after his brother's degth.”

"I'm sure that was Fornoch's plan al along,” said Redburr. In the dark, Ferris thought his rough voice
sounded no different from when he was abear. "Of al the Wizards, Fornoch has always been the
ubtlest.”

"Fornoch's plans are deeply delved,” Nurr agreed.

"We suspected nothing at thetime," said Nolo. "It was one long celebration. The long war between
Banking and Wayland was over. Soon there was going to be awedding in Rimwich. Perhapsif youd
been with us, Redburr, we might have been more on our guard.”

"| doubt it. Martis fooled me as much as anyone.”



"Either way, Brioss wanted to fetch the Sword at once, despite al the feasting. But Seedin explained it
was hidden in such away that some of the tunnels beneath the Manor had to be drained before we could
retrieveit. There are some sound tunnelsin the Neck, my friends. Not so well planned as our own, but as
well carved as anything I've ever seen by humans. It took three days to drain them, then Seedin led us
down. Theking and everyone € se followed behind. Giserre wasn't with us—the queen wouldn't permit
it. But Lodlin wasthere, and Martis and Cuhurran, too. Finlisand | brought up the rear, dong with a
forester named Vender."

Ferris grew more conscious than ever of Avender sitting beside her. In the dark she couldn't see him
react to hearing hisfather's name; but she thought she could imagine him sitting, as he dways did when
anyone spoke of Vender, with his head bowed and his eyes cast down at the floor. A name was dl
Avender had ever known of hisfather.

"Vender wasthe rear guard,” Nolo went on. "He had to stay with uswhile Finlisand | lagged behind.
Asyou can imagine, we were alot more interested in the stone than in our destination. There's some
honest rock in the Neck." Here Nolo went into a discussion of geology that only the other Dwarves
could understand. But he soon resurfaced, before Redburr and the children were completely lost.

"Finaly we cameto acave that was right beside the gorge. Around us the rock shook with the weight
of al that water rushing by on the other side. We entered at the lower end of the hall and followed the
dope upwards. At the other end, stone stepsled into anarrow crevice.

"We stopped at the steps. In the crack beyond, awooden door was roughly fitted between the rock
walls. Seedin took asilver key from his pocket and dipped it into the lock. He pushed the door open and
afine spray blew in from theflume. Theroar of the water was deafening. Seedin had to point to Lodllin
and King Briossto get them to follow him outside. Therest of us remained behind.

"They were gone afew minutes. The mist blowing in through the doorway soaked us while we waited.
When Martis stepped back further into the cave, | thought he wasjust trying to get away from the damp.

"Lodlin returned first. Seedin and the king followed, both struggling with either end of aheavy chest.
Vender and Ablen came forward to take it from them, but Seedin waved them off. Together he and the
king carried it down the stair and set it on the floor. While they were opening it, | decided to climb the
steps and take alook outside mysdlf. It was an impressive sight, even more beautiful than thefalsat
Cammas. Thewater boils through the chasm in asheet of foam, and thick clouds and rainbowsfill the air.
Therésnothing likeit in al Bryddlough—it's much wilder thanthe Vells

"When | turned back to the chamber, | found Brioss bending over the open chest. He took out
something heavy draped in thick blue cloth. Carefully he unwrapped it to reved alarge sword, at least
twice asthick asany sword I'd ever seen. | could see at once it was made of Inach.

"That was when things went wrong. | saw Cuhurran laugh, though | couldn't hear him in the thunder
from the open door. He grabbed the Sword from the king's hands and waved it over his head asif it was
hisown. The prince and Vender started against him, but that only made him laugh again. He kept on
laughing as Ablen and VVender, poor humans, drew their weapons. Vender gave Cuhurran ablow on the
shoulder, but his blade shattered asit struck. Then Martis, who was behind them al, raised his hands and
gave agrest cry that even | could hear. A sheet of flame swept the cavern and out the door behind me. It
was hot as mander'sfire, and only lasted a moment. But when it was gone only Finlis, mysdlf, and the
two Wizards were | eft. The otherslay like lumpsof, um . . . Well, let'sjust say they got burnt pretty
badly. The future of Wayland and Banking was gone.

"Asaurprised asFinlisand | were at what had happened, | think the Wizards were even more
amazed. They couldn't believe the two of uswere sill standing. | think that waswhen they first redized



Bryddin can't be touched by magic. Thefour of us stood that way for amoment, two Dwarves and two
Wizards, and stared at one another while we tried to figure out what to do.

"Martis, or should | say Fornoch, wasthe first to decide. He took the Sword from Ossdonc and
swung it at Finlis. Finlis snatched a blade from one of the bodies on the ground. But Fornoch had the
more powerful wegpon. It cut right through Finliss blade and caught him a blow on the head. Such was
Fornoch's stroke that, even though the Sword was made of Inach, it broke in two. But Finliswas aso
shattered, and crumbled to pieces on the floor.

"I cried out, not thinking to defend mysdlf at all, asthe Wizards turned to me. Inaway, | wasas
broken asFinlis. | couldn't believe he had shattered. Before | could pull myself back together, the
Wizards were upon me. It was Ossdonc who moved firdt. | think he was jeal ous of Fornoch and wanted
to be sure he killed me himself. He pulled his sword from hisbelt and flung it at mewith dl hisstrength. |
was still too stunned to move. Fornoch, | think, guessed what would happen and |egped forward to stop
him. But he was too late. Ossdonc was too quick for him. The sword struck mein the chest. Of courseit
didn't hurt me, or | wouldn't be drinking with you today. It wasregular stedl, not Inach, after al. But
Ossdonc isvery strong, as | was reminded just the other day. The blow knocked me off my feet and out
the door. | landed on the dippery ledge and, before | knew it, did off the rock and into the flume."

"You fdl?' exclamed Nurr in astonishment.

Nolo sounded somewhat shamefaced as he answered. "1 was sill so staggered by what had happened
to Finlis. That and the fact you can get alittle doppy up here on the surface, where therés dways
something under your feet. But falling'swhat saved me. | was carried over the waterfall down to theriver
below. Even the Wizards couldn't follow. By thetime | dragged myself out from beneath the water and
climbed back up to the Neck everyone left at the Manor thought | was dead. And the Wizards, of
course, were gone. A woman on one of the upper floors said she saw a pair of huge ravensfly up out of
the mist and into the western mountains. Each was carrying something long and thin.”

"The pieces of the Sword," guessed Huri.

"That's what we've aways thought," said Redburr. The plates clattered in the dark as he swept them
aside and leaned forward on the table. "Now we know where they went. Flying to the henge would be
easer than flying al the way back to Ussene.”

"The henge?' asked Nurr.

Then Redburr took over the tale of what had brought them all the way to Grangore, and Giserre to
Mamoret. He said nothing, though, about what their plans would be once they arrived in Issinlough.
Instead he told them how Giserre would try to raise an army in Banking to rescue her son, whilehe and
Nolo would see what help they might recelve from the Bryddin.

"It would seem,”" said Angun when the Shaper wasfinished, "that those among uswho counse sedling
the Sun Road will fed thetruth of our argument more strongly than ever oncethistaeisgenerdly heard.”

"Y ou can't den yoursalves up forever,” growled Redburr. "No matter how much you might want to.
Now the Three know you exigt, they'll never let you be."

"L et them come. The Abyssis degper than they know.”
"Y ou can be surethat, if they come, they'll not be frightened of aholein the ground.”
"The Abyssisno hole" said Angun.

"And the Wizards are more than manders," answered Nolo.



"Enough,” said Nurr. "Each Bryddin will do as he wishes, aswe dways have. |, for one, would prefer
not to meet the Three either under Abben or above the Abyss. In the meantime, 1'd like to hear the end
of Nolo'stale. He il hasn't told uswhat he did with Finlis”

"Finlishasatomb," said Nolo. "The sameasHodi."
"Where hefdl?' asked Huri.

"No. It's better hidden than that. There are passages beneath the Manor humanswill never find. That's
whereFinlislies”

The cave grew dlent, asslent as Ferrisimagined Finlisstomb to be. Then everyone noticed the faint
echo of the water again. The dark ceiling once more became areminder of the velvet sky.

Beside her, Avender was glad to have heard Nolo findly tell the tale. Both had lost someone closeto
them that day, even if Nolo had known Huri for entire lifetimes, while Avender had never even met his
father. But he was sad, too, not smply for hisfather, but for his mother aswell. Remembering his mother
brought Avender sharper anguish than any memory of hisfather ever would. Hisfather was only another
story about the past, like Mennon; but his mother had kissed and hugged him six whole years before she
died.

That night, he and Ferris ssumbled wearily off to the guest rooms of Granglough. It wasniceto degpin
abed again, even if it was astone ledge carved out of thewall. At least there were no roots poking them
in the back, nor beetles to wake them up at dawn by crawling across their noses. The mattress and
blankets were human enough. Ferris, however, had not gotten the bath she had been hoping for, and only
complained.

Avender fell adeegp dreaming about swords and Wizards, and the earth opening up benegth hisfest.
But it wasn't anightmare. The Bear and the Throne sparkled in the sky above, and hisfather and Brydds
waited for him in the darkness below. Along with the stars and the darkness, he heard over and over the
low hum of deep voicesSinging:

"He who taught us;
He who wrought us;
He who with his breath
Hath brought us."

11
The Sun Road

In the morning Ferriss cough was much better, despite not getting her bath.
"l should've asked Nurr," she said. "I'll bet he'd have found me atub somewhere.”
"It'stoo late now," Avender replied. "Y ou know Nolo'sdwaysin ahurry in the morning.”

They went up to breakfast in the Minabbenett, where they found Redburr, Nolo, and Huri degpin
conversation. The Shaper was shaking hislarge head vigoroudy, his red beard wagging across his chest.
"No, no, you're out of your minds," he was saying between generous spoonfuls of fried mushrooms and



bacon. "It's too dangerous.”
"With the work Nolo and I've done on the brakes, it'll befine," replied Huri.

"That's easy for you to say." Redburr's cheeks bulged as he made room in his mouth to speak. "You're
not the one who's going to be banging along in the back. And with your hard head, abad spill wouldn't
matter anyway. It'sthe rest of uswholll get hurt.”

Ferrisheard Huri mutter something under his breath about Bryddin not being the only oneswith hard
heads as she did onto the bench beside him. She reached across the stone table for the milk. "What are
you arguing about?"

"Huri and Nolo think they've come up with away for usto save sometime on the Sun Road.” The
Shaper took adice of toast in hislarge hand and covered it with butter. "Only it won't be much of a
time-saver if we never get there.”

"It'sthirty leagues from Uhles Gate to VVonn Kurr," argued Huri, "downhill dl theway. A ralling
wagon'll get you there alot faster than your own feet. Y ou could save more than two days.”

"It'ssafe” Nolo pulled easily at his beard as hetried to reassure Redburr. "Huri and | figured we could
strengthen the brakes by lining them in legther. Do you redly think 1'd go dong with thisif | thought it'd
put thelad and lassin any danger?

"If it getsustherefagter," said Ferris, "I think we should try it." She poured hersalf acup of milk and
reached across Redburr's plate for the toast. "It'll be just like dedding on the Shoulder.”

"Just like dedding,” said the Shaper. "Except that it's dedding on hard rock instead of soft snow.”

"Orice" pointed out Avender, who a0 liked the idea of racing dong for milesand milesin arunaway
wagon. "lceisjust as hard as rock, and sometimeswe ded on that.”

"Hard or soft, it hardly matters," said Nolo. "We're not going to crash. It'll be easy assalling to
Eastbay for apint at the Bassand Bull."

Redburr grumbled and groaned for the rest of the medl, but by the time they were finished he had
given up arguing. All the same, when they ingpected the wagon Huri and Nolo had worked on during the
night, a heavy cart with high sides and solid wheedls, the Shaper took one look and went back into the
lough without aword. When he returned, hisarms were filled with blankets and pillows scrounged from
the guest rooms.

"At least welll be comfortable when we break our necks," he said as he tossed the bedding into the
back of the wagon.

They hitched an old, tired horse to the cart and started on the road out of Grangore. It wasagray day,
with rain in the offing and all three peaks hidden by cloud. Y ellow cut-nots and bluebells bloomed
bravely beside the road, but even their brightness faded once the travel ers climbed up into the shade of
the old forest. The stone path curled up Alodocin's gentle flank between great beeches and gnarled oaks,
small stone bridgesfording every stream.

While they walked, the Shaper told them about his own journey, for he had been busy while the
children had been sailing south across the Inner Sea. He had traveled with Giserre part of the way to
Rimwich, then, after changing once more into an eagle, had flown off into the north to spy out what was

happening in Ussene.
"Did you seeany sgn of Reffen?’



Avender looked up hopefully at Ferriss question.

Redburr shook his head. "'l saw aband of Keeadini crossing the plain with prisonersfrom theriver,
but nothing of Reiffen. Ussene's dungeons are buried deep beneath the mountains, girl. Therewasno time
to linger. A pack of Ussalss creatures came at me as soon as | reached the fortressand | had to fly south
ashard as | could to get rid of them.”

Ferris shuddered at the thought of what sort of flying creatures Ussels might employ. Batwings cameto
mind, and the snarling jaws of wolves. Sighing, Avender looked back down at the ground.

"But | did learn we've chosen the only possible approach,” the Shaper went on. "Wed never get near
the place aboveground. All pathsto the fortress are watched. No one can get anywhere close without
being seen—not evenintheair, as| found out. And there are more watchers than ever before. More of
everything. More towers, more guards, moreiron. The Three have been busy in the years since they stole
the Sword, and we've been unwary too long. It's plain enough now the Bryddin can give us only so much
protection. Angun's not entirely wrong. The Three are our fight more than theirs.”

"Angun speaksfor himsdlf," said Huri, "like al Bryddin. But there are many who don't agree with him."

A squirrdl pattered overhead, its bushy tail swaying. Branches swished asit legpt from treeto tree.
Avender kicked agtick off the side of the path.

Ferris crossed the road to walk beside him. " Are you thinking about Reiffen?" she asked.
" think about him dl thetime."
"I do, too. But we're going asfast aswe can. That's why we're taking the wagon."

Avender shrugged. "He should have been here. It's not the same, going to Issinlough without him. Do
you know how many times we talked about doing this?"

"You can go later," she sad, trying to be cheerful . "After we rescue him.”
"l suppose. But it'll never bethe same."

Ferrislooked off through the trees. The leaves on the mountainside were barely budding, and the
woods seemed stuck in their winter deep. Back homein Vaing she used to listen to Reiffen and Avender
talk about the things they would do when they grew up, the places they would visit, and the battles they
would fight. She could only imagine how much more they might have said to one another when she wasn't
around.

"I misshim, too, you know," she said.

Avender looked up at Ferrisinstead of the road. "Y ou'reright,” he said. "I should be looking on the
brighter side. But when you asked Redburr if held seen Reiffen, it just reminded me how horrible
everything's been. | wish we were back home, fishing with Skim."

"Sodo . Thisadventureisn't what | thought it would be at dl. And we haven't even cometo the hard
partsyet. At least I'm not coughing anymore.”

He amiled, but the sadness lingered in his eyes. Ferris missed Reiffen terribly, but she knew it was
worse for Avender. He and Reiffen had been closer than brothers. They had al three been close, but it
had never been the same for her. At the end of the day she had gone back to her mother and father,
while Reiffen and Avender had gone back to Giserre. Even asalittle girl Ferris had known therewas a
difference, however much she had wanted there to be no difference at all.



A steady drizzle had begun to fdl by the timethey arrived a Uhl€'s Gate, hafway up the mountain.
They were dl looking forward to finaly getting underground and out of the wet. At the Sight of the
travelers, the two guards standing at their ease just indgde the entrance hurried back to their positionsin
front of the door. The road ran straight past them into the mountain, where the warm glow of Dwarven
lampsilluminated the passage beyond.

"Morning, Mr. Huri," they said asthe party stopped in the shelter of the trees just outside the gate.
"Morning, Sir," they said to Nolo. They looked curioudy at the children, for few human children ever
passed that way, and the Bryddin had none of their own.

Avender and Ferris unhitched the tired horse from the cart and tethered it to anearby branch. The
animal began to nibble at the few shoots of new grass poking up between the roots of the trees. While
the children were busy with the horse, Huri helped Nolo and Redburr push the wagon into the mountain.
Unlike the entrance to the lough, the door to the Sun Road was bare of carving. A long, black block of
stone was etched in the rock above the entrance, its point hanging downward. Otherwise there was no
ornament &t al. And the celling beyond was so low that Avender could almost touch it with his upraised
hand.

"Ah," said Nolo, happy to be in Bryddiough once more, if only at the very edge. "The Abbenaia.”
"Thewhat?' asked Ferris.

Nolo pointed at the road around them. "The Sun Road," he explained. "Thirty leaguesit runs, in grest
spiralsto Bryddlough." Helaid ahand againgt the smooth stonewalls, far smoother than the rough
carving of the tunndsthat ran through the Neck. "It's changed a bit, though, sincethelast time | was
here

Huri winked and turned to Ferris. "We were both here that day, Nolo and I. The day Uhlefirst broke
through.”

"It must have been amazing." Her eyes shone as she looked at the wide passage around her.

"It wasn't so0 big, then, miss. More what you'd call amuddy hole. But the sun was bright enough.
That'swhy we cdl it the Abbenaia. Abben's Bryddin for sun, you know."

"Isit?1 didn't know that. Thank you, Huri."

Huri beamed. Ferris saw Avender was about to ask how she could possibly have forgotten one of the
first Bryddin words Nolo ever taught them when the Shaper grabbed him firmly by the neck and pushed
him on toward the wagon.

"Help meline up the cart, boy," Redburr growled. "Even if we are going to regret it later."

With Nolo directing them, Redburr and Avender rolled the wagon into position beside the left-hand
wall. The dope of the road began just past the entrance, but the tunnel wasn't so bright asit had looked
from the dim day without. A single lamp hung on the outer wall just past the doorway; beyond that the
passage curved down and to the right in agrowing gloom.

It was awide road, despite the low celling. There was no room for ahorse and rider, even if someone
had been cruel enough to want to bring a horse so deep benegth the earth. But three wagons would fit
eadly across the passage, and donkeys, more used to mines, might easily pull them down and up the

dope.

Huri held the wagon to keep it from rolling down the road while Redburr and the children clambered
into the back. The cart creaked reluctantly on its wooden springs. Redburr, with his pillows and blankets,



took up most of the space. Ferris and Avender had to squeeze in between alarge sack of leather scraps
and aheavy bucket of grease for the axles. The ceiling wastoo low to stand, so everyone had to Sit on
the bottom of the cart, which crowded them even more.

Redburr shared two of his pillowswith the children, then wrapped the rest around himsdlf. "If | had
any senseat dl,” hegrunted ashe settled in, "1'd turn mysdlf into abat and avoid al this nonsense.”

"Whoever said you had any sense?' said Nolo as he scrambled up into the driver's seat. "That's dl we
need, atalking bat to tell everyone the Shaper's on hisway to Issinlough. Probably scare everyone we
meet on the way half to death in the process. Not to mention bringing us more attention than we need.”

Redburr gave the Dwarf awarning look. Nolo paid him no mind and set himsdlf for hisdriving instead.
"All sat?" called Huri from the back of the cart.

"All set!" answered Nolo.

"Good-bye, Huri!"

"Good-bye, Ferris! Luck to dl of you!"

Ferris grabbed the wagon's wooden side and held on tightly. Huri gave them afirm shove and let go.
The cart picked up speed at once, and Ferrisfelt arising thrill asthey began to rattle and bang aong.
Nolo steered with atiller he had rigged to the front whedls, but there wasn't much call for steering other
than to keep aong the bend of the tunnel. There waslittle traffic and no obstacles at al; everyone on the
road heard the clatter of their approach well before they cameinto sight. The few travelersthey passed
were wdl clear of the way as soon asthe wagon rolled into view. All of them pressed their backs safely
up againgt the inner wall, their picks and shovels at their feet, and stared at the Strange sight of acart
careening down the road.

The wind rushed past Ferrissface. Redburr's and Nolo's beards streamed back over their shoulders
and everyone's cloaks whipped in the breeze. It was far more exciting than the iciest dide on the
Shoulder; because the cart was so much higher off the ground than aded, Ferrisfelt she was speeding
along much more quickly than she ever had sped before. Thewall barreled by beside her. The wagon
shuddered and shook. But no cart had ever been built to go that fast, and it was soon rattling everyone's
teeth and bones. Ferris closed her eyes and buried her chin in the single pillow the Shaper had given her,
trying in vain to cushion herself againg the banging. She thought about ingsting he sharetherest of his
bedding, but, before she had a chance to say aword, he began to unwrap himsalf from his coverings and
pushed forward to say something to the driver. Not caring whether Redburr noticed or not, Ferris
snatched up a second pillow as soon as his back was turned.

Redburr tapped Nolo on the shoulder. ™Y ou think you should try the brakes?

"What?' The Dwarf strained to hear what Redburr was saying, but the cart was moving so fast the
Shaper's words were whipped away as soon as he spoke.

"The brakes!" Redburr shouted. "Don't you think it'stimeto try the brakes!"
"l wasjust thinking that mysdif!"

Hisleft hand holding on to thetiller, Nolo leaned over to grab the brake with hisright. He missed his
first attempt, which made the wagon wobble dightly. Ferris dropped her pillows and made a sudden grab
for the side of the cart. She swallowed hard and tried not to seem concerned as Nolo brought the wagon
back under control. Short as the Bryddin was, he had to stretch dl the way across the seat to reach the
brake handle. But he succeeded the second time and the lesther brakes rasped at the whedlswith a



dithery hiss. Gradually the cart began to dow. The pounding of Ferriss heart dowed aswell. Nolo pulled
hard on thelever until finaly they were ralling aong at no more than afast galop. The brakes hummed
agang thewheds.

"What'sthat smell?" asked Ferris, wrinkling her nose and trying not to sound asif she had ever been
scared.

"I think it'sthe leather burning,” answered the Shaper.
"Isthat bad?'

Redburr stood up gingerly and leaned out over theinner side of the rumbling wagon, careful not to
bang his head on the celling. The cart tilted dangeroudly, much worse than before, and thistime Ferris
was sure they were going to crash. But Nolo quickly released the brake and put both hands back on the
tiller to steady their course. The wagon legpt forward, almost throwing the passengers out the back and
into the road. Ferristhought her arms were going to be pulled from their sockets as she strained to hold
on.

"Watch out there!" called the Dwarf angrily to the Shaper over his shoulder. "Y ou'retoo fat to go
hanging over the sde! Do you want to wreck us?'

"I'll show you fat," grumbled Redburr. But he moved back to the middle of the cart just the same,
amost tripping over the blankets he had |eft wadded in the bottom. Nolo brought the wagon back under
control, then reached for the brake once more. Thistime he kept the pressure up until they stopped
completely. Ferrisgrew uneasy asthe smell of burning increased, and waited for the wheelsto burst into
flame. The wagon came to a shuddering hdt, the stone of the Sun Road strangely quiet once the loud
clatering of the wheels had ceased.

"Findly smartened up, eh?' said Redburr. His deep voice echoed dong the curving walls and celling.

"Just afew quick adjustments. Hold on to the cart there, will you." Nolo waited for Redburr to climb
out of the wagon before releasing the brake and hopping off the seat. The cart rolled forward afoot
before the Shaper set himsdlf firmly in theroad and held it fast. "Hand me down that sack of extra
leather, will you, Ferris? And maybe the grease bucket, too."

Working quickly, the Bryddin lashed thetiller in place so the cart whedlswere set for adight curve.
"Now thewagon'll follow the turn in the road without my help,”" he told them when he was done. Next he
looked at the brakes, and pulled at his beard with some concern when he saw how much the leather
pads had aready worn away. He cut fresh ones from the spare strips he had brought and spread new
grease around the shafts. Then he and the Shaper climbed back into the cart and the wagon rolled off
once more.

"That should do it,” Nolo said confidently as hetook his place at the brake. "Just stay away from the
right sde, Redburr, and well befine.”

Thistimethe cart steered itsdf in awide circle dong the spirding way, while Nolo attended to his
braking. He let the wagon get up to acomfortable rate of speed, then held it there with a constant
pressure on thewheds. The air filled again with the smell of burnt lesther asthey coasted on, deep below
the stony feet of the mountain, but thistime Ferris didn't worry about what might be happening at dl. She
trusted that Nolo had fixed everything, and rode with the wind in her face and the rush of their descent
gleaming with the Dwarf light in her eyes. And the shaking wasn't so bad, now that she had two of
Redburr's pillows and they weren't going quite so fast.

In time even Redburr, who had never liked dedding, enjoyed theride. It wasloud and jarring, but the



wind felt lovely in their faces as the lamps flashed by dong the wals. Occasionally they passed dark
doorways and spots where small fountains bubbled into cisterns along the inner curve of theroad. Less
often they passed another party toiling up or down the stone way. The lamplight rose and fell asthey
rushed along, asif they were rolling through many short days and nights rather than just one long morning.
There were only two or three lamps for every full turn in the road, and the gloom was deep between
them.

"Thisistheway to travel!" cried Ferris asthey raced past yet another group of astonished miners. She
leaned forward close to Nolo, the wind buffeting her face ddightfully. "Why doesn't everybody do it?!

"How would they get the wagons back to thetop if they did?' replied Nolo in amusement.
"Y ou could have donkeys haul them up. Miners use donkeysin cavesdl thetime!"
"And how would we feed the donkeys, lass? Y ou can't grow hay underground!”

Ferrisfrowned, wishing she had thought about that before asking the question. But amoment later any
disappointment she felt was whisked away in the sheer joy of racing through the Stonewayslikealog
through aflume.

They had been running hard for the better part of an hour, their bodies limp with bouncing, when Nolo
announced they had to stop again so he could replace the linings on the brakes.

"We must be close to the Axe and Ruby by now," offered Redburr, wiping his dry mouth with his
hand. "Huri told meit was about athird of the way down the road. I've been looking for it the last ten
minutes. | say we stop there.”

So Nolo kept the wagon clattering on alittle longer, until they saw achangein the road ahead. A
walled pool of water extended halfway across the stone floor, alarge doorway on theinsdewal and a
smdler tunnel on the outer. Several men sat by the pool or loitered by the door. Nolo pulled hard on the
brake and the wagon skidded dowly to a stop, well past the pool.

Redburr threw off his pillows and scrambled out. While Nolo set to relining the brakes a second time,
the Shaper |ed the children back up the Sun Road to the inn. A crowd had gathered outside as the cart
had clattered by and it seemed every miner in the tavern had an opinion to share about how thetravelers
were dl going to break their necks. But the innkeegper and hiswife welcomed Redburr asan old friend
from the days when their place of business had been aboveground, and plied him with questions after
sending their equaly curious customers back to their sout and stew. He answered very little while saying
quite alot, and told them he was taking the children on agrand tour of Bryddlough as part of their
education. A few minutes |ater the three friends were back on the road again with abag of fried
mushrooms and asmall cask under the Shaper'sarm.

"That'san odd placefor aninn,” said Ferris as she opened the bag and sniffed at the mushrooms.
"Mmmm.. .. Thesesmdl ddicious”

"The Upper Minesare only afew miles down that passage.” Redburr nodded toward the smaller
tunnel across from the pool. "Humans can't mine aswell as Bryddin, of course, but they till free up the
Dwarvesto do other things. And the gems down here are alot better quality than they are nearer the
surface. That'swhy Thickner persuaded the Bryddin to let him set up hisinn here. From here on the
loway's mostly empty.”

"Loway?' asked Ferris.



The Shaper grinned, and held out his hand for amushroom. "That'swhat the minerscdl it," hesaid as
he popped the tasty morsel into his mouth, barely chewing before he swallowed. "If it'sahighway up on
the surface, they figure they ought to cdll it aloway down here."

Ferrisrolled her eyes, but Avender smiled for the second timethat day. "What?' he said when he saw
thelook shegave him. "l think it'sfunny.”

"I'll drink to that," said Redburr, patting his cask.

"The next time | go adventuring,” said Ferriswith asmal shake of her head, "I'm making surethere's at
least one other girl dong. Maybe that way | won't be the only one who understands when it'stimeto
wash."

Nolo had finished hiswork and was ready to go when they returned. They ate their mushrooms and a
few dices of ham they found at the bottom of the sack once they were under way. The eating wasn't a
problem, but after spilling the contents of their canteens dl over themsdveswhile trying to drink, they
gave up that part of the meal. They settled back to enjoy the ride, well used now to the experience.
Redburr, with the children's help, even made up alittle song, which they sang loudly asthey raced down
thetunnd.

"The wheels are rolling
The wagon is bowling
And we are not strolling
Along the Sun Road!

"We're bouncing and jouncing
And quaking and shaking
And swerving and curving
On down the Sun Road!

"No one comes near us
With Nolo to steer us
Because they can hear us
Far down the Sun Road!

"But how will we stop
At the edge of the drop
As we roll from the top
Along the Sun Road?

"We don't know, we don't care
We'll fly through the air
With the Dwarf and the bear
On down the Sun Road!"

The stone wadls flew by. Other tunnels appeared now and again on either sde, leading to who knew
what mysterious places. Twice more Nolo stopped to replace the leather in the brakes and grease the
cart'swheds. On and on they went, twirling downward like a paper boat swirling through avery long
drain.



But the ride was enjoyable for only so long. Eventudly it was dl they could do to keep from being
jarred to jelly by the wagon's endless shaking. Sitting was no good, even with Redburr's blankets and
pillowsto cushion them, because then every bonein their bodies was rattled by the rushing cart. But
standing wasimpossible, with the celling aslow as ever, so there was nothing to do but bear the jouncing
as much as possible and hope the ride would soon be over.

Even Nolo was relieved when he finaly peered into the gloom ahead and announced they were close
to the end. With both hands he pulled hard on the brake, and the cart began to dow. Gradualy they
cameto astop beside the next lamp on the curving wall, its soft radiance sending thin shadows acrossthe
smooth stone floor ahead.

"All out!" called the Dwarf.

He did briskly down from the high front seet and held the whed to keep the cart from rolling farther
down the road. Groaning, Redburr and the children followed. After thelong ride, the loway felt as
unsteady benesth their feet asthe deck of The Other Sde, so used had their legs become to the shaking
wagon. They hobbled about, trying to recover their balance, while Nolo undid the lashings holding the
front wheelsin place and dragged the cart over to theinside of the road.

"I don't know if I'll ever be ableto ridein awagon again." Ferris groaned as shetried to twist the kinks
out of her neck and shoulders.

Avender arched his back and touched histoes. "What are you going to do with it now, Nolo?' he
asked. "'l hope we don't have to haul it all the way back up the Sun Road on our way home."

"I don't think it could stand thetrip, lad." Nolo showed them where the edges of the whedl swere
splintered and cracked, the wood warping. With one sharp tap he knocked the nearest whed off itsaxle
and that whole side of the wagon sagged toward the floor. "WEell leave it here. Someone can aways use
the wood. But we're in too much of ahurry to bother ourselves.”

"| think we've hurried enough,” said the Shaper. "'l need alittle something to settle my stomach first
before we go on.”

He sat on the floor with his legs stretched wide. In between was the small cask he had brought from
the Axe and Ruby. For amoment he wrestled with the stopper at the Sde of the barrdl; then therewasa
great explosion and ageyser burst suddenly up between his hands. He was drenched in an instant, the
foam coating him from head to foot before the barrdl spun out of his grasp and onto the loway. Avender
and Ferrisjumped to avoid the wild spray as the cask whirled about; then the barrel caught the angle of
the road and, with beer shooting out behind, scooted out of sight around the turn.

Redburr was stunned. For amoment he sat befuddled in apuddle of suds. "My beer!" he gasped.

Nolo shook hishead. "If you'd think for just alittle bit before trying to fill your belly, you'd remember
that beer doesn't take well to shaking.”

But the Shaper wasn't listening. He stared at the wet trail that traced the barrdl's passing, then jumped
to hisfeet and doshed nimbly after it.

"Comeon," said Nolo when Redburr was amost around the turn. "Wed better follow him. Let's hope
he doesn't run right off the edge of the road.”

They had barely gone a hundred paces and were only just sarting to fed their legs properly again
when they cameto the last lamp and an abrupt end to the passage. Redburr was on his hands and knees
at the edge of ayawning gulf, his beard dripping beer as he peered sadly down into the darkness. Nolo
and the children came up behind him, but only the Bryddin went al the way to the edge. Avender and



Ferrisremained astep or two behind, neither of them quite ready to stand on the brink of that immense
pit. Craning her neck, Ferris saw stretched out below the vast deep of Vonn Kurr, lights sprinkled across
its depthslike stars reflected in aquiet sea. Some flickered like open fires; others shone pale and steady
as befitted the lamps of Uhle. Close by, asmdl stream rang clear asaset of tiny bells, reminding her of
the hidden poal in Granglough. But here the sound was different, for the Granglough pool was ashdlow
basin compared to the depths of VVonn Kurr. Farther off she heard the deeper tones of heavier fals
cascading into deeper bowls, and, farthest away, at the bottom of the pit, more felt than heard in alow
bass rumble, the thunder of amighty cataract.

"This has changed,” said Nolo. He stood on the edge of the precipice with his hands on his hips and
looked criticaly out into the blackness.

"It'svery beautiful." Ferristook another brave step forward to stand close behind him.

"It's starting to come together." Nolo pointed toward the wonders of the gulf. "Y ou can't seeaswell in
the dark as| can, but the waters have all been gathered into one stream at the bottom, and there's a deep
poal inthefloor. When Vonn Kurr isfinished it will rival even Issnlough.”

Redburr sighed at their feet, but clearly not for the beauties of Vonn Kurr. With alast longing look at
the gulf, he stood back up beside them. Beer dripped from his clothes and afew flecks of foam clung to
hishair.

Ferriswrinkled her nose. "Y ou smédll terrible" she said.
"Don't tease me," whimpered the Shaper. "I've suffered aterrible loss. Thickner'samaster of the art.”

"No use crying over cracked stone." Nolo turned away from the deep and walked toward the
right-hand wall. "Huri told me theréve been some improvements since you were last here, Redburr.” He
looked closely at the stone afew paces back from the edge of theroad. "Ah! Hereit is."

Hidden in the gloom dong the inner wall Ferris spied ametal door. It did back into a pocket in the
wall without a sound as Nolo applied his strength to it. But opening the door only revealed ancther,
smaller pit she thought looked every bit as bottomless as Vonn Kurr.

"A lift?" asked Redburr, raising one of his sodden eyebrows.
"Aye alift.”"

"What'salift?' asked Ferris. She held on to the side of the doorway and peered into the dark hole. It
smelled damp, like the top of adeep well.

Neither Redburr nor Nolo answered. Instead Nolo raised hisarm and, with awhirring sound,
something smal and dark flitted down to him. He stepped back from the opening, asmal bat suspended
from hisdeeve. Itsblack eyes gleamed. Nolo tapped the small creature once upon its ugly nose with his
thick finger. Immediately it let loose its perch beneath hisarm and flew off into the dark gulf. Nolo
followed it to the end of the road, took off his pack, and settled himsdlf on the edge of the cliff. Hislegs
dangled over the Sde as comfortably asif he were seated on abenchin Vding.

"ltsalong way to the bottom of Vonn Kurr," he said. "Even for amigtrin. Let'shopethelift'salittle
closer.”

"Whet is alift?" repeated Ferrisimpatiently.
"Haven't | ever told you about lifts?"
"No."



"Well, then." Nolo placed his hands on the stone beside him and took a deep breath of the darkness.
"A liftisjust what it's called, aflat platform used to raise heavy objects up and down. It's the same
principle asacanal lock. You've never seen acanal lock? Well, then, let'sforget about canal locks and
just say alift'saplatform that rises and falswith the water below it. Let more water in, and the lift goes
up. Let thewater out, and thelift falls. It'ssmple, redly.”

"Simpleif youreaBryddin," grunted Redburr, who waslicking hisfingers after running them through
his beard. "But till only something a Bryddin would ever think of." Once or twice, when he thought no
onewas looking, Ferris saw him suck on hisdeeve.

"And thet little bat?" asked Avender.
"The bat? That wasamigtrin.”
"An underground carrier pigeon,” explained Redburr.

"When it shows up down below," Nolo went on, "the liftkeeper will know someone wantsto usethe
lift. HEll giveit somefood, and thenit'll probably come back long before the lift does. But &t least well
know then the lift'son itsway. Either way, thelift'salot faster than taking the sairs.”

The bat did return long before the lift. It fluttered back and forth above them, a dodging shadow in the
dim lamplight. Ferristried to coax it down with alast bit of mushroom she had saved for later snacking. It
came quickly to the offered food but flew off again at once, refusing the mushroom and not even
bothering to hang from Ferriss arm the way it had with Nolo.

"Wrong kind of food," said Redburr. "She only eats crickets. But I'll takeit off your hands.”
"Bats are pickier than bears,” laughed Nolo.
"Where do you get crickets underground?’ asked Ferris.

"Cave crickets," replied the Dwarf. "There are lots of thosein Bryddliough. Therés more life down
here than you know."

A hollow bubbling behind them signaled the arrival of the lift. Now there was afloor instead of ahole
in the small room beyond the metal door. The floor was dso made of meta, and their footsteps rang
hollowly asthey stepped inside. Avender and Ferris had expected something that would wobble and
shakelike araft; but the floor only sank alittle under Redburr's and Nolo's weight, and didn't wobble at
al. Onceingde, Nolo raised his hand again for the mistrin, then tapped her nose to make her fly away.
When she was gone he closed the heavy door behind them. Pulling out hislamp, he set it on the middle of
thefloor.

It was afew more minutes before the lift began to descend. With the door closed, the smell of damp
was even stronger than before. They sat on the cold metal floor avay from the walls, their packs on the
ground beside them. Ferris only noticed the lift begin to move by the way the walls began creeping
upward, the newly exposed sections glittering wetly in the lamplight.

Theair grew wetter the deeper they went. Soon rain began to fall on them from above. It wasn't a
pleasant feling, for the drops were large and had arusty odor. Ferris shivered asthefirst few struck her
head, thick and wet, asif there were birds perched on the walls above. She pulled the hood of her cloak
up to protect her hair, though it was dready filthy from weeks of travel. By the time they reached the
bottom they were dl aswet as Redburr, who now smdlled like apile of rusty fishhooks instead of awet
dishrag from the Bassand Bulll.

A second door appeared in the wall beside them. Sowly thelift cameto astop. A large metal whed!



was st in the middle of the door, and Nolo had to spin it severa times before the passage would open.

Out they stepped into aworld shimmering with pale light and booming like thunder. A fine mist filtered
past them from the right, where ahuge waterfal churned aglowing pool. Droplets glistened like tiny
pearls where they caught unbroken in the wild mats of Nolo's and Redburr's beards. Through the clear
water, Ferris saw that the bottom of the pool wasfilled with lamps tumbling about in the current asthey
lent their cold illumination to the rushing stream. A smal river poured rapidly away through the deep,
whiledl around rosethetiers of Vonn Kurr itsdf, sparkling in the light of many lamps and fires. Other
falslegpt back and forth acrossthe cliffs, until they joined at last in the final cascade someforty or fifty
fathoms from the bottom.

"It'slike the White Poal," Ferris bresthed. The seething water splashed lines of rolling shadow across
her face. "Only it's nighttime, and someone's thrown magic firein the stream.”

"Therés till alot more work that needsto be done," said the Dwarf. "But it'll do, lass. Eventudly.”

He led them away from the pool before Ferris was done gazing upon it; they followed the road
alongside the swirling river. The Kurren, Nolo called it: one of the Seven Veils. Hiseyes shoneashe
spoke; his pace quickened asthey crossed the soaring cave.

Ahead of them both road and river entered atunnel in thefar wall. Other people were working at the
bottom of VVonn Kurr, both human and Bryddin; but al were too far away from the travelersto do more
than wave. They entered the passage along awide way, as wide as the Sun Road; but the celling here
arched much higher above their headsthan it had aong the upper path, and the echoing rush of the
Kurren was much more pleasant than the rattling of the wagon had been. Rather than the usua brackets
bearing lightsaong the walls, thisroad was it by a series of round glass globes that hung from the celling,
asif the passage were illuminated by a series of smal, soft moons.

They cameto a place where theriver disappeared into adark culvert, the road crossing the stream on
awide bridge. A plain column of marbled stone stood in the midst of the span, dark gray rock ribbed
with narrow streaks of white and crimson. Nolo stopped and bowed solemnly. His companions gathered
quietly besde him.

"Now were cometo theland as| left it," he said, raising his face to gaze upon the polished shaft. "This
isthe Tomb of Hodi, the first among the Bryddin to be broken and lose the breath of Brydds. His stone
marks the beginning of Issnlough. Beyond isthe Uhliakh, Uhles Stair in your tongue, which leadsto the
city. Until the coming of Mennon and the carving of the Sun Road, few but Uhleand | ever camethis
way through the Under Ground.”

Heled them across the bridge to the far Sde of the Kurren. In amoment the bright chatter of theriver
dimmed to amurmur behind them.

Soon the road changed once more and they found themselves at the top of along staircase. The
passage remained as grand as ever, but now it descended so steeply that the ceiling was moreawall in
front than aroof above. Thefirst stair wasfifty steps, but the second, which came soon after, wasa
hundred and fifty. Beyond that the way was mostly stair. It wasn't long before Ferriswas asweary as she
had ever been, her legs cramping at the long descent and her toes chafing painfully in her boots. She was
relieved to see that Avender was dso struggling down the steps beside her: it would never do if there was
any part of thisjourney in which she couldn't keep up. After awhile even Redburr was panting, his skin
flushed dmost asred as hishair. But dways the way was broad, and lit by the softly glowing moons.

When she felt she could go no farther, she saw below a spot of blackness at the end of the steps. Tiny
stars sparkled aong the far edge and, as they descended, both stars and darkness grew. At first Ferris
thought she was looking at another deep, like VVon Kurr. Then the lights began to draw together and she



redlized she was seeing the reflection of asplendid city in amidnight pool. Tall towers soared above
shimmering spires and gossamer pathways, each tower twinkling with many windows and winding
gdleries. Silver bridges looped back and forth between the towers, arcing in long curves across the
darkness. Issinlough! she thought. It had to be.

Eager to get acloser look, sheforgot her fatigue and hurried down the stair. More and more detail s of
the city came quickly into view. She saw lamps that shone from the very tops of the towers, terraces
glowing with lights from below, and windows gleaming with colored glass. She had never seen anything
s0 beautiful. Down she rushed, Avender beside her, both of them eager to reach the pool and see
Issnlough itsdlf, not just its reflection. Already they could see people moving back and forth acrossthe
bridges and paths.

Suddenly Ferrisdidn't feel so well. The people she was looking a were right Sde up when, if shewas
looking at areflection, they were really supposed to be upside down. She sat down heavily on the dair,
unsure for amoment which was the right way up herself. Avender thumped onto the step beside her.
Together they rubbed their eyes asthey tried to straighten out what it was they were seeing.

"It does take some getting used to, at first."

Redburr had stopped on alower sair, his head level with the children's. The rusty water from the lift
had dried enough that he was back to smelling like sour beer. "But don't worry," hewent on. "It's
Issinlough that's upside down, not the Dwarves. Those aren't towers you're looking at, they're unnerets.
And that's the Abyss below them, not the sky. Y ou're looking through a hole in the bottom of the world,
not areflectionin apool of water."

Asthe Shaper spoke, the image behind him seemed to right itself, and Ferris found she could look at
the sparkling city again without fegling like she was about to fall on her head. Those weren't terraceslit
from the bottom she had seen, but regular terraces with lights above. It was only the towersthat were
pointing the wrong way: straight down. She redlized that looking a 1ssinlough waslikelooking at a
wasps nest. Except 1ssinlough hung from the bottom of the world and not the branch of atree, and light
and life shone from every wal and window.

Nolo stood lightly at the edge of the hole and gazed happily at his city. He seemed to have no thought
at dl for how far hewould fal if he dipped. Softly he sang:

"Falling waters break the night;
Silver's shine slips into sight.
In the darkness, deep below,
Lies the light of Issinlough."”

Still abit unsteady, Avender and Ferrisfollowed Redburr down the last few steps to the bottom of the
world.

12
The Upside-Down City

They found themsalves at awide opening in the rock, perhapsthirty or forty feet across, and not much
deeper than Redburr wastal. Through this shalow well the upsde-down city glowed, brilliant with lights



againg the blackness beyond. Darker than anything Ferris had ever imagined, the Abyssloomed like a
thick, black curtain drawn closed beneath the world. Typicaly for the Bryddin, therewas no railing.
Ferrisand Avender remained on the last step of the stair, reluctant to come any closer to that terriblefall.

Nolo, however, was planted firmly on the very edge. Eagerly he pointed out the sights of hishome.
"That's Dwvon's unneret, the Rupiniah, there. And beyond that are Ullough and Innising, the unnerets of
Uhle and the brothers Filt and Falt. And over to the right, just under thelip of the well, isthe Wavening.
We could see the Kurren if we crossed over to the other sde. But here—well get amuch better view of
everything if wejust start down the gair.”

Without another word he dipped over thelip of the well. Ferris caught her bresth as Nolo
disappeared, but Avender's caution faded in the face of the Dwarf's excitement.

"Comeon," Avender said, turning back to Ferris after he had taken afew stepstoward the hole.
"Therésadair, here. It looks scary, but if it can hold Nolo, you know it'll hold us.”

Ferristook a deep breath and arted forward. The full glory of Issinlough emerged from under the
stone ledge like astarry sky from behind a clouded night. Unnerets hung from the rock before her, laced
al about with swirling ribbons of footpath and stair. Carefully she set her foot on thefirgt rung of the
dender spird that led down from the side of thewell. To her rdief, it didn't tremble beneath her weight,
or sag when Redburr followed heavily behind her. Reassured, she grasped the dim railing and passed
below the bottom of theworld.

She found herself on one side of the shining city, the Seven Vels draping the dark around her. Nolo
named each of the glistening cascades. the Kurren and the Glinnet; Ovalen and Dinnet; Beesen,
Wavening, and Issin. All shimmered in the lamplight, asif their waterswerefilled with faling jewes. And
at the center of the city and the Vellsaround it hung the thick finger of the Halvanankh, ribbed with rock
and the delving of the Dwarves.

The stair turned to a grated footpath suspended from the stone roof on thin shafts of blumet. The
clamor of forge and furnace echoed from the workshops in the thick rock above their heads; but the
unnerets, so dender and delicate they looked asif they might break free from the roof at any moment and
dive deep into the darkness below, were quiet asavillage at night. Here and there afigure moved along a
bridge or path, but, except for the noise, mostly the city seemed empty.

From the footpath Nolo led them into the top of the nearest upside-down tower. They passed into a
rich hal, the marble floor gleaming in the lamplight. Stairs led both up and down. On the other side of the
hall the path widened into abroad avenue that led to the next unneret. Thistime Nolo brought themto a
halt in the middle of another marbled passage. The floor was so finely polished Ferris could see her
reflection in the stone.

"Now," said Nalo, pulling thoughtfully at his beard, "the question is where's Dwvon? Up or down?"

Redburr did his pack to the floor with atired shrug. Y ou look for Dwvon,” he said. "I'd rather find a
warm fire and something to est."

"We need baths, too." The dirty shower Ferris had gotten in thelift had only reminded her how much
she needed to wash away the grime of two weeks traveling. She didn't even want to think what her hair
would be like when she undid her braids.

"Bear with meamoment.” Nolo held up ahand for quiet. At first Ferristhought he was listening, until
she noticed the Dwarf's large, bare toes wiggling dightly on the floor. She redlized Nolo wasfeding with
hisfeet for what was happening in the stone. The Dwarf pointed toward the calling. "'l think Dwwvon might
beright upgtairs.”



Redburr sighed but came with them as the children followed Nolo up aset of wide steps back into the
bedrock above. Ferris didn't completely forget about the bath she needed, but she was willing to put it
off for the chance to meet the first Dwarf. Almost a once they came to alarge chamber that appeared to
have been carved from the rock. The walls were straight and smooth, and the roof vaulted above their
heads.

"Dwvon'sworkshop,” explained Nolo. "He's very good with stone.™

Lamps hung high upon the walls, casting dim shadows about the hal. Pae or dark, swirling with color
or plain asdate, cut stone of every sort and kind lay about the cavern: marbles and granites, sandstone
and schist. The dabswere of al shapes and sizes, some aslarge as smdl houses, while others were smal
enough for Ferristo pick up by hersdlf. All werein different states of fashioning, from freshly mined rock
to finished carvings. Splinters and dust littered the floor, and dong the walls and ceiling ran various
winches and pulleys and heavy chains. Through this Bryddin moraine Nolo led them on awinding course,
until they came upon a Dwarf and two humans standing beside one of the larger blocks of granite
suspended from the roof by aloop of chain.

The Dwarf looked up. "Ah, Nolo!" he cdled. "You've arrived! Hello there, Redburr. Hold fast a
moment, and I'll joinyou."

"Dwvon!" said Nolo in surprise. Y ou knew we were coming?'

"Huri sent amistrin ahead with the news. Uhl€s going to meet us later in the Rupiniah. We can talk
there. Just let mefinish thislesson and well be on our way."

Thetravelers sat down to wait on a cast-off block of stone. Dwvon turned back to his human
gpprentices, who didn't seem much interested in the new arrivals. They were more concerned with what
the Bryddin could teach them about cutting stone. Students and master wore heavy leather gprons that
hung below their knees, and held iron spikes and short-handled hammersin their hands. A thin coating of
powdered stone had settled evenly acrosstheir heads and shoulders. Despite her awe at meeting the
oldest of the Bryddin, Ferris thought Dwvon looked alot like Nolo &t the start of a snowstorm back
homein Vaing. Snow never melted on a Dwarf, not unless he was standing in the middle of avery hot
fire

"Now then, Femmet," said Dwvon to one of his sudents. "Where would you strike? Remember what
I've told you. Choose your spot carefully.”

Femmet stepped up to the stone and studied its smooth surface. After amoment's consideration he
found aspot he liked and swung his spike up sharply againgt the rock.

"Here," he said, looking back to the Dwarf for confirmation.

Dwvon looked to the other man, who, after examining hisfellow's choice, gave an affirming nod. Nolo
frowned and shook his head dightly, but neither of the pupils noticed.

"What about there?' suggested Dwvon. He pointed to a spot above the one Femmet had selected,
higher than Dwvon himself could reach and more than hafway up the Side of the dab. Femmet moved his
ike asingtructed. Thistime Nolo nodded.

"Good," said Dwvon. "Now strike as you've been shown. One good hard blow."

Femmet aimed his hammer carefully. With afull swing he rang it down upon the blunt end of his spike.
Evenin that large cavern the sound of the blow was sharp and clear. Close behind came alonger, but not
louder, crack. A single straight line opened up across the middle of the stone.



"You didn't hit it hard enough,” said Dwvon, but there was anote of gpprova in hisvoicedl the same.
"Thetimewill come, though, when you will. Strike again.”

Femmet knocked home a second blow, as hard as the first. There was another crack, but no second
line gppeared in the stone. Indeed, there didn't seem to be any further change at all.

"Excdlent." Dwvon stepped up to the rock and, with Dwarven strength, pushed the two newly formed
pieces afew inches gpart. Light from the back of the cavern showed through the fresh split. "Thelineis
straight,” he announced as he eyed the space between. "No secondary fractures, either. That first point
you chose would have caused some flaking in the lower |eft front quadrant. | don't think you noticed the
softnessin that part of the stone. But otherwise an excellent strike. Now then, why don't the two of you
each have atry on these new pieces and I'll take alook at what you've donewhen | return.”

Then, without removing his apron or dusting himself off, Dwvon came over to Nolo and the children.
There were introductions al around. Dwvon bowed to Redburr in the proper Bryddin fashion, but he
shook hands with Ferris and Avender. He gave them both a broad smile as some of the dust shook off
his beard and onto their arms.

"Redburr,” he said, turning to the Shaper. "It's good to see you again.”
"I told you I'd be back. Y ou can't get good redbrick stew up above.”
"Redbrick stew? That's easily taken care of. But if that's the only reason you're here, I'll be surprised.”

With ashrewd glance at the children, thefirst of the Bryddin led them back down to the unneret
below. Past the marble hal, the sair curved in and out of the upside-down tower. Sometimes they
descended the unneret in an open gdlery, dl of Issnlough revolving into view asthey circled the tower.
Other times the passage curled inside aong the outer edge of somelarge hall, or wound in tight spiras
like the gtair to the lower dock in the Manor. Ferris would have been completely lost had they not kept
coming back outside. Once Dwvon stopped and showed them the Bryddsmet, agreat slver dish
suspended benesth the Halvanankh from the longest of the unnerets on three gleaming cables. But indde
the tower there waslittle to see. Bryddin liked to build and delve, but they were never much for filling
what they built. Having shaped the stone around them according to their will, they amost ways moved
on.

They came at last to a passage that |ed back into the center of the tower. Anirresistible smell drifted
out toward the children; something delicious was smmering within. Redburr's eyes brightened as he
siiffed theair.

"Ahh," he sghed. "Thisiswhat I've been waiting for. Even the wagon ride wasworth it."
Dwvon chuckled. "Mother Norrawent right to work as soon as she heard you were on your way."

Ferrisand Avender could not have been more surprised when afew more steps down the hall brought
them to acozy country kitchen, where a stout gray-haired woman stood stirring alarge pot in front of a
cheery hearth. A long stone table occupied the middle of the room, separating them from thefire, and a
pair of curtained windows looked out onto the city and the night around them from the walls on either
side. Redburr had to duck his head to keep from knocking it on the pots and pans, and bags of
mushrooms and hams, that hung from hooksin the low celling.

Nolo was as astonished as the children. No one like Mother Norrahad ever lived in Issinlough in al
thelong years before he left. He had told Ferris and Avender more than once that there were no lady
Bryddin.

"What'sthis?' he exclaimed. "A cook in the Rupiniah?’



Redburr rubbed his hands, his eyes bright and hungry. "Mother Norra's better with mushrooms than
you Bryddin are with stone.”

Nolo looked around the kitchen with fresh gppreciation. "1 wish you'd told me. I'd have come back a
lot quicker, if I'd known."

"Get on with you." Mother Norrawaved off Redburr's compliment with aflick of her gpron. Old she
was, but also hale and hearty, and agood dedl larger than either of the children. She dropped a heavy
curtsy to Nolo, and burst out as she stood back up, "Mr. Redburr! Welcome back to Issinlough! And
two young 'uns with you besides! Garlic and beer! No one told me there were young ‘uns coming!”

She dropped her iron spoon into the smmering pot and bustled forward, wisps of hair faling away
from the thick bun at the back of her head. "Come adong, dears," she said to the children. "Y ou've been
on that damp lift, I'm sure. Just because those Bryddin never catch cold they think the rest of usare just
the same. I've told them a hundred times that contraption's too wet. Now, come adong, both of you. I'll
have you right asrocksin no time. Nothing alittle hot stew won't cure. Suppose you tell me your names.
Ferris? Avender? Both from Valing, are you? Well, I'm Mother Norra, and though I've never been to
Valing | happen to know they'd like redbrick and flinny stew there as much asthey would anywhere. . . ."

Stll talking, she ushered them through a second door beside the one they had comein by, and up a
second st of dairs. Ferris alowed hersdlf to be pushed adong in amild daze; she couldn't quite shake the
feding that somehow she was no longer in Issinlough but on avigt to along-lost aunt's house in Bracken
instead. Upstairs she found apair of large bedrooms with deep feather beds and framed samplers on the
walls. A deep stone tub and shallow basin occupied the back of each room. Mother Norraleft Avender
in one room, then began to fill the tub in the other with hot water from the tap in thewall. "Now don't
hurry yourself,” shetold Ferris as she trotted back to the hal. "The stew'll be ready by the time you come
down. I'm sure anice hot bath isjust what you've been dreaming about for days and days. Beetsand
taters, but | wonder what men think about sometimes.”

By the time Ferris had pedled off her dirty clothes, her tub wasfilled. She turned off the taps and
climbed inside. Her sore feet and aching muscles began to relax as soon asthey felt the steaming bath.
Despite hersdlf, she drifted off into ashort doze, the water lapping comfortably at her chin. But she woke
with agtart not five minuteslater, remembering that Dwvon was waiting for her downgtairs. And that
sew had smelled ddlicious. By the time she had finished washing and drying her hair, she was ravenous.

She met Avender in the hall when shewas done.
"That took long enough,” he said. "What did you do to your hair?'

"I washed it, of course. Who knowswhen I'll get the chance again?' She flicked afew loose tresses
back behind her shoulder. 'l can braid it in themorning.”

Avender gave her acurious look, and followed her down the stair. Together they hurried back to the
kitchen eager to sample the steaming stew. The Shaper rubbed hislarge hands hungrily asthey arrived,
and would have taken an early taste had Mother Norranot eyed him carefully. Beyond the wide
windows the unnerets of 1ssinlough hovered above the Abyss. There was no glassin the windowpanes as
there was no weather to keep out, so the room wasn't nearly as hot as it might have been despite the
glowing cods. And it was a Dwarven hearth, after dl, with firestone instead of wood glowing red inthe
grate, and most of the extra heat carried away up theflue.

"Take asest, dears, take aseat.” Mother Norra strained to lift the heavy pot from its place before the
fire, but scowled Nolo back to his seat the moment he rose to help her. From the shelves above she
selected severd large stone bowls. "Thiswill warm you well enough,” she said as she ladled out thefirst
portion from the steaming pot. "Always alittle chill down herein the Stoneways, wet or no."



"Thank you, maam." Redburr reached for the bowl with both hands. Mother Norrarapped him
sharply across the knuckles with her spoon.

"Children firg," she scolded. "Then maybe well tak about trying tofill your bottomless pit.”

The Shaper nursed his sore hand, but his eyes never |eft the stew pot until he had his own bowl before
him on thetable. Their hostess served each of her guestsin turn, supplying them al with spoons pulled
from the deep pockets of her apron.

"Here, dears" she said to the children asthey tried to cool their first mouthfuls. "Have somejuice. It's
only mushroom, but it dmost tastes like milk. Well, milk mixed with acorns, maybe, and dusty acorns at
that. But it's the closest abody can come to milk down here. No grass for cows, you see. Pigs don't
mind not having sunlight, but | wouldn't mind a cow or two, or even agoat. And don't worry, Mr.
Redburr. Y ou can be sure I've adrop of something for you and the Bryddin aswell. . . ."

She drew off three pintsfor Redburr and the Dwarvesfrom asmall barrel at the front of the room.
Avender eyed the beer longingly, but Ferris thought the thin, white juice tasted better than it looked.
Everyone ate hungrily, while their hostess settled down &t the end of the table and watched them happily.
Nor did shewait for them to ask for more before she was up and filling their bowls brimful a second
time. The ew was delicious, thick and hot, with chunks of mushroom and fish svimming in the gravy.
Ferris kept up with Redburr bowl for bowl, at least for awhile. And asthey ate, Mother Norratalked at
them. Somehow, though her guests hardly spoke aword, she had heard all about their journey before
they had finished their first three bowls.

"Mother Norra," said Nolo with agrateful nod, "I had no idearedbrick could taste so good."”

"It'sthe seasonings,” beamed the cook ddlightedly. "Y ou never ate 'em with alittle pepper and sage
before, | reckon. It'sapity | can't get 'em fresh, but. . ."

And, before anyone could stop her, the kind old woman was off on alecture about Wayland
herbology.

They weredl starting on their fourth helpings, except Ferris, when Uhle arrived. Mother Norra noticed
him first; the others turned round to greet him after she had jumped up and crossed to her cupboardsto
find another bowl.

In somewaysit was harder for Ferris and Avender to meet Uhle than it had been for them to meet
Dwvon. Dwvon may have been thefirst of the Bryddin, but Uhle was far more famous. Without Uhle
there would be no Sun Road and the Bryddin would most likely have remained among their unneretsand
tunnelsforever, lost to the sun and stars. Nor was he covered in athick mantling of dust to mask his
grandeur. Histunic was of soft leather, belted around the waist and with only afew pockets for tools.
Around hisforehead he wore agolden diadem that gleamed in thefirelight, and not the iron circlet of
Nolo or Dwvon. Hewastdl for aDwarf, aimost astall as Avender, and his hands were large, with long,
finefingers. Like Angun, he wore his hair and beard neetly trimmed. Were it not for the roughness of his
face and the usud bare feet of al Bryddin, Ferris thought he might almost have passed for afinelord of
Malmoret, though on the short side. His dark eyes were stern, rather than open and merry like Nolo's, or
Dwvon'sfor that matter, hidden deep beneath a thickness of brow like twin cavesin amountainsde.

Ferris remembered what Redburr had told them once, that Uhle was ever the fire of the Bryddin,
aways striving upward. "Dwvon's more the deep pool insde hisfolk that never seemsto change,”" the
Shaper had said. Now that she had met them, Ferris saw clearly what the Shaper had meant. Mother
Norras kitchen seemed to have grown more serious the moment Uhle arrived.



"Nolo," said Uhle, bowing to hisfriend in greeting. Nolo rose from the table and bowed formdly in
return.

For amoment they stood without saying aword. Dwvon and Nolo may have looked dike astwo
brothers, but Ferris knew it was Uhle and Nolo who had searched together for the surface of the world.

Uhle spoke again. "I'm glad you've returned.”
"I'm glad I'm back, too," said Nolo.

"| gather you won't be staying long. It'sa sad tale you bring from the surface, friend. But Huri's mistrin
reveded only the barest trace of what has happened. You must explainit al.”

Mother Norra hastened forward with another brimming bowl. "None of that now, Mr. Uhle. No
talking on an empty stomach. Have abite and asip first, and then everything'll be adea clearer after.”

So Uhle sat down beside Ferris and had a bite and asip. She was glad to see his soup got caught in
his mustache the same as Nolo's, though not so much as Redburr's. Somehow that made Uhle seem less
of alegend, and more area person, no matter how formal hewas.

Asthey ate, Nolo and Redburr told the full tale of what had brought them to Issinlough, despite
Mother Norra's disapproving frowns. Good as her cooking was, it wasn't enough to distract Bryddin
from their regular habits. They had to come straight to business. Dwvon and Uhle listened attentively,
without interrupting, as Nolo and Redburr spoke. The tale of Reiffen's abduction didn't seem to affect
them much, but they both took notice when Nolo described the henge.

"Inach, you say." Dwvon ran histhick thumb absently aong the smooth surface of his spoon.
Uhle nodded thoughtfully. "So," he said. " Some good will come of this, after dl."

"That'swhat Nolo and | believe," said Redburr. "But we have more than stoneto dedl with first. First
we have to rescue the boy."

"Y ou're certain that's necessary?' Dwvon looked at Nolo as he asked the question.

Nolo nodded. "There's no other possibility. Reiffen istoo dangerous atool to leave in the hands of the
Three"

"Thenwhy journey dl theway to Issnlough?' asked Uhle. "I doubt that even the strength of all
Bryddlough is sufficient to attack Ussene. Two of them alone were enough to bresk Finlis, and they
amog did the sameto you."

"They were wrong about that,” Nolo answered.

"There's no question,” said Redburr in answer to Uhle, "that afrontal assault would fail. And even if we
were strong enough to win the fortress, the liveslost would achieve Usseiss purpose amost as much as
any aivil war."

Uhle frowned. "Humans take the rule of blood too serioudy,” he said. "Why should anyonefollow a
boy because of his parents? Especidly one in the hands of the Wizards?"

"Not all will want to beieve he'sin their hands," said Redburr. "' And there are those who would follow
even the Three againgt the current king."

"Humans do have aunique ability to do the very thing that hurts them most."
Dwvon nodded. "'I've seen something aready of what you say, Nolo, in the brief time humans have



been herewith usin Issnlough. Their lives are too short. They drikein haste, with no thought for the
shape of the stone after.”

"Werenot dl likethat," said Ferris stoutly.

Dwvon turned to look at her, asmile cracking at the corners of his mouth. His dark eyes sparkled like
his city againgt the night. "No," he said, gtill smiling, "1 don't supposeyou are.”

"Always remember," said Redburr, "that al Bryddin are brothers. But humans don't share such
kinship, and there are many more of them, aswell. Y ou'refew, and have dl of underearth inwhich to
carveyour will. The humans are many, and their lands run up one againgt the other. Their ways of living
together are more complicated, and more forma, than yours. And it'snot asif dl Bryddin are of one
mind, ether. | met Angun in Grangore, you know."

Uhle frowned, and the creasesin his forehead degpened. Frowning made him look more Bryddin to
Ferris, and lesslike astocky man. "Asyou say," he said. "But Bryddiough is vast. There are many places
for the Abbenander to go if they wish to remain in the darkness. | shape their purposes no more than they
shapemine.”

"L et's hope the disagreements of the Bryddin always have such easy solutions,” said Redburr.

Dwvon tugged at his beard, causing the dust clinging there to scatter farther down hisfrontina
miniature snowfal. "Y our philosophica ruminationsareal very well, Redburr,” he said, "but I'm sure
you're eager to be on your way."

"Weareinahurry," Nolo admitted.

"The Wizards arts are different from ours," said Redburr. "Experience suggests that we try to rescue
the boy as soon as possible.”

Avender and Ferris both shuddered, asthey awaysdid, at the thought of Reiffen cold and miserablein
some deep dungeon of Ussene. Or worse.

"What will you do if you find you've arrived too late?' asked Uhle. Ferris could seeit was dways
Uhleésway to look at things differently from anyone el se, Bryddin or human. He was the one who had
sought the sun in utter darkness, after dl.

For amoment no one answered his question. Ferris knew she and Avender had never thought of such
aposshility, but plainly thiswas not anew ideato Redburr or Nolo. The Shaper looked silently down at
the stone table; the Dwarf rubbed afinger on the fringe of beard beneath hislip.

"Weve chosen not to think about that," said Nolo findly.
"Perhgps you should.”

"WEell do what we haveto, if the need arises,” growled Redburr. Ferris glanced quickly at Avender,
horrified by what the Shaper was suggesting. The boy's expression showed he was thinking the same. It
had occurred to neither of them that the success of their quest might lead to further complications.

"Inthe meantime," Redburr continued, "we should not discussit. Tomorrow we start for Cammas.”
"And then?'

"And then welll march from Cammasto Ussene." Redburr's voice strengthened as he strove to dispel
the disquiet that had come over them. "Nolo tells me Delven has been exploring in that direction and well
find most of theway clear. Thejourney will take afew weeks. Which iswhy we have to start as soon as



possble”

"That'syour plan?' Dwvon's eyes wrinkled with concern. "Thefour of you will journey al the way to
Ussene, and attack the fortress alone?!

"That'sjust it,” answered Nolo. "We're not going to attack Ussene. As everyone has already pointed
out, we'd never succeed. We're going to snegk in."

"Sneak in?'

"Yes. Like moles. WEII do it from below, where the Three will least expect us. What better way could
there be for a Bryddin to sneak into afortress?”

A broad smile spread dowly over Uhlesface.

"Abbening,” he said, "thisismogt interesting. Apparently the time you've spent among humans hasled
to much subtle thinking.”

Dwvon sighed. "Angun won't think s0," he said.
"| care as much for Angun'sthoughts as he for mine," said Uhle,

"Hell say we should leave the affairs of humans aone. That theré's no need for usto take sides. That
the Three mean nothing to us and we should leave them done.”

"Angun'safoal,” said Redburr.

"We know that," said Uhle. "But there are some who don't. | think it would be best if asfew as
possible know why you're here.”

"That'sfinewith us. Well leave tomorrow. Nolo might want to spend moretimein Issinlough after
being away so long, but we al know the need for haste.”

"It'salong way to Cammas." Uhle stroked his chin thoughtfully with one of hislong fingers. "And
amogt aslong from Cammeasto the roots of the northern mountains. Y ou have along journey ahead
before you reach Ussene."

"Itisalong way," acknowledged Nolo. "And we arein ahurry. But theré's no other way. If we
traveled aboveground wed be spotted long before we arrived.”

"There might have been no other way when you left." Uhle folded his hands upon the table, pushing his
empty bowl aside. "But now thereis. Many new things have been learned benegth the world, aswell as
above, since the Sun Road opened. Grimble has been working with balloons."

Dwvon'seyes brightened. "That'sright," he chuckled. "Grimble."
"Grimble?' Nolo'sthick eyebrows bunched in darm.
"Yes, Grimble"

"Dont worry, Nolo," said Dwvon. "I don't think itll blow up again. Gammit's fixed everything. This
isn't another Iron Frog."

"Blow up?" asked Redburr with some concern.

Dwvon began to explain about Grimble and his balloon. Unfortunately for Ferris and Avender, that
was the moment when Mother Norra, who had been fidgeting for some time, decided the children had
hed enough.



"Oh, no," she said as she stood up. She wagged her spoon threateningly at Dwvon, towering over the
Bryddin. "That's about enough. After al I've heard about kidnappings and blowing up, you're not going
to scare these poor things any more today. Look at the dears! Ferris can't hardly keep her head off the
table, and I've seen Avender rub hiseyestwice aready. There—hedid it again! It must be long past
midnight upstairs. If you want to get started early tomorrow it'stime | took these two off to bed.”

"But we realy want to hear about the balloon,” pleaded Ferris. Then she yawned again despite hersdif.

"You'll seeit soon enough tomorrow, whatever it is. Y ou need your rest. Stonechip and buttons, but
I'd like to know what your mums were thinking, letting you two go off with Mr. Redburr likethis. You
listen to your Mother Norra. | reached Issinlough fast enough, for al | came here on my own two legs,
thank you very much. It's bed for the two of you, and therésan end to it.”

Had either of their friends backed them up, Ferrisand Avender might have made more of an
argument. But neither Redburr nor Nolo had any intention of getting in Mother Norrasway. Redburr hid
hisface by picking up hisbowl and pretending to lick out the last of the gravy, which everyone knew he
had already done long before. Nolo looked up at the ceilling and stroked his beard. Plainly, asfar asthey
were concerned the less the children heard about Grimble or hisinventions, the better. Ferris showed her
temper by somping al the way up the spird stair. But the well-laid stone of the Rupiniah didn't echo half
S0 obligingly asthe wooden stairs back home in the Manor, and she was dtill in aterrible mood even after
she had lain down between the soft sheets and pulled Mother Norra's quilt up beneath her chin.

Sheturned to Avender the minute the old woman had | eft the room. "Who does shethink sheis,
ordering us off to bed like that! She's not my mother! And just when things were starting to get
interesting, too! | had alot of questions | wanted to ask. What do you think those balloons are anyway,
that Uhle was talking about?'

"Bdloons?'

Ferrissnorted. "Y ou were falling adeep, weren't you? Y ou're the reason we got sent to bed, you
know. | couldve stayed up dl night.”

Avender's mouth opened in along yawn. "Maybe now that we're here we should just go to deep. This
bed's about the most comfortable I've ever dept in.”

"Isthat al you can think about? How comfortable your bed is? I'm sure Reiffen’s bed isn't comfortable
at dl." Even as she was complaining, Ferris had to admit the sheets felt smooth and cool against her
wiggling toes. For amoment she rubbed them cozily against the bedding. Then she remembered another
of the questions she had meant to ask.

"What are we going to do if Redburr and Nolo decide Reiffen can't be rescued?’

"Hmm?" Avender blinked deepily. "I don't know," he mumbled. "But | guess hewon't be Reiffen
anymoreif they decide not to save him." He gave another mighty yawn. " Just some creature of the Three
who happensto look like Reiffen. If hes still himsaf well be adleto tell.”

"Of course well be ableto tell. That'swhy Redburr brought usaong. But | don't see how he could
ever not be Reiffen. The whole reason the Wizardstook himin thefirst placeis because of who heis."

A low snore from Avender's bed stopped her before she said anything more. She had half amind to
wake him up again and make him listen, what they were talking about was that important. Asfar asshe
was concerned, some part of Reiffen would aways be there, whatever the Wizards might do to him.
Evenif it wasthetiniest part of al, that would be the part she would see. She doubted she would ever be
ableto seeit any other way.



Avender snored again. Ferris decided to let him deep. Truth be told, she wished she could deep
hersdf. It was a perfect night for deeping, just cold enough for snuggling deeply into a soft bed beneath a
pile of quiltsand blankets. With agtart she realized it would dways be that way in Issnlough. The endless
night was aways the same at the bottom of theworld, for al the lamps the Bryddin made. But Ferriswas
too anxious; every time she closed her eyes she found hersdf confronted with avision of Reiffen lying on
the ground before avengeful bear. So shelay in her bed and listened to the empty dark, her thoughts
with her wretched friend. Beyond the window the lights of the gleaming city seemed less brilliant now.
The curtainslay flat, motionless as the stone wals around them. There were no breezesin Issnlough.
Everything was Hill as stone.

She was still awake when Redburr came up to the room and tumbled heavily into the last empty bed.
Though the Shaper inssted he knew as little about the matter as she, Ferris pestered him all the same
with questions about Grimble and balloons and what they were going to do when they woke, until findly
she had bothered him so long she woke Avender aswell. They both threw pillows at her, but that only
made her more annoying.

"l guessthe only way to get you to be quiet,” said Redburr, "isto tel you astory. Then maybe I'll get
someres.”

"Something about the Bryddin?' she asked hopefully, burrowing comfortably beneath her covers. A
story would at least take her mind off Reiffen, eveniif it answered none of her questions. " About Dwvon?
Or Uhle?!

"Whatever it takes." Redburr settled himself wearily in the soft darkness. His great bulk loomed asa
darker shadow in the gray room. "Maybe I'll tell you about Dwvon and the mander. It'safinetale. And
itll give you afine sense of the Stoneways, too."

He paused for amoment, and when he began to speak again his voice seemed to rise more from the
room itself than from hisown throat, asif the unneret were the one actudly telling the tale of itsfashioner.

Dwvon felt Brydds breath upon hisface," Redburr said, "and that was when he woke. Suchit isfor dl
Bryddin. Ther father's breath pushes them up through the darkness, but they have no ideawhere they're
going, or where they came from.

"How long the journey lasts none of them know. 1t only ends when each Bryddin fed's the rough stone
againg hisface and hands. Then the warm breath ceases and the knowledge of up and down isreveded
asthey sart tofdl for thefirg time. Infear their hands grab at the hardness above. Their fingers squeeze
therock. Their feet kick up until their bare toes can gain ahold aswell. And then they hang for awhile, in
the darkness at the bottom of the world.

"So it wasfor Dwvon, first among them. He rested, and felt the solid rock around hisfingers. He
smelled the stone as he pressed hisface againgt its hardness. He liked its roughness and its cold. Slowly,
ashisfear of faling subsided, he redlized that Brydds had sent him to this place for his delight, and not for
his destruction.

"He grew curious. Reaching out, he discovered the stone continued around himin dl directions. On
clinging hands and feet he crawled carefully across the bottom of the world. He knew the surface that
held him was stone, because Brydds had put the knowledge of stone in hismind before he had sent him
up into the world. But he knew nothing at al about the shape of the stone, or where it would take him as
he clambered acrossit.

"He came to a place where the rock turned benegth his hands, and began to climb upward. Now he



could cling to ledgesthat held hisweight on their own, and did not have to fed the pain of the ssone as he
gouged it with hisfingers and toes. Up he climbed, fearful that the rock would soon closein over hishead
again, until he cameto yet another strange place where the rock curved away beneath him. He found
himsdlf lying on the stone, which lay now between him and the Abyss, rather than above his heed.

"For atime he rested again, glad that he had not come into a place where he had alwaysto hurt the
stone to keep from plunging back down into the void. And afterward he rose up and explored the cave
he had found. Great was hiswonder when he came upon anarrow trickle of water. Try as he might, he
could not catch its softness with hisfingers, and so he learned that water was not something he could
shape to hisown design but only channel.

"He brought his hands to hisface and sniffed at this strange new thing, so different from the rock and
ar he had previoudy known. He found it cool and refreshing. He bent low over the trickle and drank
deeply, and came dive as he drank, the water seeming to replace something insde himself. He followed
the stream back up the cave, hoping it would lead to other good things. Soon he cameto a pool, where
the water was deeper than he could reach with hisarm. And there were things moving about in the water,
both at the bottom of the pool and within the water itself. He could fed their motion with his hands. And
on thefar sde of the pool, when he had examined its roundness, he found soft things that squashed
beneath hisfingers unless he touched them with great ddlicacy. And because they seemed morelike the
water than therock in their softness, he tasted them and found they were dso refreshing. Hefelt
renewed, with an even greater sense of fullness than the water had given him.

"He decided thiswas agood place, and that he would make it his home.

"So it wasthat Dwvon dwelt in the beginning in what he called the Lough alssen, the place of water.
And he explored al about hislough, both within and without the cave. And in his exploring he discovered
al the different sorts of stonethat filled the darkness: the olath, which isthe strongest of stones; and the
c'’charr, which can be polished into many different grains and colors; and the nirrin, which isthe frozen
ropes of molten stone that flow in pockets through the world. And he found Inach also, the True Stone,
which was once the bones of Ing, and isfar too strong for Bryddin hands to shape.

"Then Dwvon learned to work the stone with his hands. With his strong fingers he shaped it into
vessdlsfor holding water, and smooth placesfor him to lie when he took hisrest, and cunning trapsto
catch thefish and crabs within the water. Much he found in that dark world that was good and made him
strong. But dways were his creations made only with his hands. For though he had found the veins of
gold and blumet in the stone, he had not yet found the fire that would let him bend the metdsto hiswill.

"Many other caves he found in the bottom of the world around him, and other Sreams aswell. Some
were torrents that spouted out from holesin the stone, and some were damp seepings from the rock like
tears. And once, as he ventured farther and farther from the lough, he found a stream where the water
waswarm. And he marveled, for the Bryddin are al cold asthe rock around them. And the fish and
crabs he caught were also cold, and the water that held them. Indeed the only warmth he had felt so far
wasin one of the flying creatures he sometimes heard darting through the air. For once he had chanced
upon one that had wounded itswing and lay shivering on the floor. And it had been warm to histouch,
much warmer than the water or the stone. Carefully he had mended the creature's delicate bones, and
nursed it back to health with portions of hisfood. And afterward the creature had brought itsfellowsto
share his bounty, and dways there were five or ten or ascore of them hanging from the ceiling of the
lough. But thiswas the first time he had felt the warmth of the world in something e se, and he was eager
to learn more about thisfall of water. Could it be the source of the heat in hiswarm-blooded friends? For
even as he played with his hand in the stream, he could fed the warmth flowing up from hisfingersto his
arm and into his chest. And the warmth was afedling that was good, but different from the water and the
food.



"So he tunneled through the rock above the warm flow until he came out into awider passage. Beside
him he heard the water racing through the narrow cavern, and even the air here was warm, like the water.
And the stone was warm, and dick with dampness. Long he continued beside the stream. Sometimes he
walked upright through wide caverns. Other times he pulled himsdlf through narrow tunnelswherethere
was no room to breathe. But dways he came out in wider chambers. And aways the water grew hotter
as he went forward. And as the water grew hotter he became aware that the air had changed aswell. In
it now wasthe smell of fish or crabs|eft too long uneaten. But dso with the taste of nirrinto it, and warm
like the weter.

"At the end of the cavern he came to a place where the stream burst upward through the floor. And
here the water was hotter than anything Dwvon had yet felt. All the rock in the floor of that part of the
cavern was Inach, and Dwvon despaired at ever finding the source of the heated flow. He could neither
descend through the fountain nor tunnel through the heartstone around it. And in his hopelessness helay
prone upon the rock and felt the throbbing of the stone beneath him. For the very rock pulsed likea
beating heart, and in his sense of the stone around him he knew that he was very closeto one of the
secrets of hisworld.

"So it was that Dwvon determined not to give up his search. He decided there must be another way
through the rock. He began to tunnel hisway through the wall of the cavern, away from the heart-stone.
And dl thetime he could fed the stone beseting furioudy around him. Slowly he worked hisway deeper
into the rock until at last he came to a place where the heartstone itsalf wasriven. And between theseribs
of stonewas anarrow plug of nirrin, as smooth to histouch asif he had fashioned it with his own hands.
His heart beat furioudy in hischest in time with the pulsing of the stone, and he dug quickly and
cardessly. So it wasthat, in his haste, he was unprepared when the nirrin gave way benesth him and he
fel down into afiery cave. He caught at the heartstone to catch himsdlf; but the heartstone was stronger
than Dwvon, and hisfingers could not pierceit. And so he tumbled through the rent and into thefire
below.

"Now did Dwvon fed true heat. He burned with pain as hefdl into the heart of the molten nirrin. And
great asthe pain of hisburning, greater even wasthe pain in hiseyes. For the pool of flaming nirrininto
which he had fdlen gave forth abrightness such as he had never imagined. Alwayshad helived in
darkness, with only sound and touch and taste and smell to recognize the world. But now his eyes,
whose need he had not understood before, cried out at the sudden use.

"Heflailed about in the liquid stone. But the stone was far thicker than any water, and he was able to
swim upon its surface. And as he swam the pain in his eyes lessened, and he redlized that he might look
about him.

" S0 he climbed out upon an idand of heartstone to gaze upon the seething nirrin. All wasaboiling sea
of red and golden stone. Bubbles burst forth in molten crowns. Steam rose in thick white columns. Blots
of darker heartstone marked other idands amid the tongues of yellow flame. Dwvon began to cough and
gasp: the smell of gpoiled fish wasfar stronger than it had been in the chamber above. His body burned
asthe heet ate at him both insde and out. Eventuadly he understood that, though he might endure the pain,
in the end he would be consumed by the fury of the earth about him. And yet he was reluctant to leave
thisland of light. Now that he could see, hefindly felt complete and whole,

"He searched the heartstone above for the crack through which he had dropped into the fiery cave,
but it was beyond his reach. Peering through the pale smokes and choking mist around him, he sought
another exit. Then he saw the mander for thefirgt time.

"It lay crouched on another idand in the burning pooal, itstail pulled up dong itsinky body, itsfour legs
tucked beneath it. Itslong tongue curled out from between itsjaws and licked dong the line of itssmal,
sharp teeth. And eyeslike his own, though small and black, glimmered back at him through the smoke.



Gold and red reflected in the scales on the back and sdes of the beast. Then the mander uncurled itstail
and disappeared into the bailing liquid.

"Dwvon watched the stretch of pool between the two idands, but there was no sign of the creature.
He did not know what to expect. Nothing before had he known in the world that came closeto himin
gze. Fish aslong as hisarm; crabs broader than his hand. But nothing larger. He knew nothing of
manders.

"It came at him from behind. Beneath the surface of the burning pool it swam to scrabble up onto the
back of theidand. But Dwvon heard it and turned to faceits charge. Together the two crashed back into
the fires. Dwvon found himsdlf wrestling with the monster benesth the melted stone.

"Terrible was that fight between mander and Bryddin. Through the sulfured pool they gripped and
grappled. Great was the surprise of the mander at the strength of Dwvon. Always before had it preyed
on weaker creatures. The monster sought Dwvon's head with its powerful jaws, but biting Dwvon's head
was no more useful than biting stone. With its sharp clawsit raked the Bryddin's belly, then cried out in
pain asits talons snapped againgt its stony prey.

"But Dwvon could no more hurt the mander than it could hurt him. He tried to break its spine benegath
hisgrip, but it twisted back and forth within hisarms. He smote the creature with hisfigts, but his blows
fdll to nothing againgt its scales. He gouged at it with hishands, but it wastoo dippery for his grasp.

"They struggled futilely through the burning stone. Then the mander reslized that the |ava weskened
Dwvon, and so the beast forced him degp within the molten pool. Down it pushed him, using its bulk to
force them both to the bottom of the viscous stone. Twice Dwvon broke free from the mongter's grip and
fought back toward the surface. But each time the beast wrapped itsthick tail around him and dragged
him back to the bottom. Around them the nirrin was whipped into afiery froth with the fury of their
battling. Dwvon's struggles began to weaken as he redlized the monster's strength was greater than his
own, hereinitslough.

"The Bryddin are not creatures of fire. They have need of air and water. For amoment Dwvon ceased
his struggling and readied himself for afind test of strength. The mander crushed him al the more fiercely
asit fdt hisvigor flagging. Then Dwvon redized helay atop another plug of nirrinin the heartstone. A
gleam of hope brightened within him. Twisting suddenly initsgrip, he caught the cresture completely by
surprise and began to tear at the softer stone beneath him. Two or three great handfuls he pulled up out
of the naked rock before the mander redlized what he was doing. By then it wastoo late. For then the
pressure of the molten stone blew both Dwvon and the plug out into asurging stream benegth. Behind
him the beast had to use dl its strength to keep from being sucked out of itslair into the frigid water as
wall.

"Swiftly the current pulled Dwvon away asfire and water met in afierce sorm. His strength was
amogt finished. He had not bresthed since the creature had first pulled him below the surface of thefire.
Then the stream burst out in afountain of steam and water into an open cave.

"Long lay Dwvon stunned upon the floor. Cool drops falling upon him from the ceiling above washed
away hispain. Long it took before he waswilling to rouse himsalf and look about him. He did not think
the mander had followed.

"When hefindly rose, one thought still burned within him. Though the fire was yet guarded by the
beast within, till he knew he must learn its secret. How the world had opened before him with the golden
flow of light! What he might do if he could seel But he was not going to risk himsalf to another battle with
the mander. There were other waysto learn what he desired.

"Hereturned aong the course of the stream until he had found a bed of olath. Then he fashioned for



himsalf along-handled scoop and chain of stonelinks, and returned to the cavern of the fountain. There
he gathered some of the nirrin that had been expelled from the geyser, and fashioned it into two small
bowlsthat fit neatly together. With these tools he crawled back up the passage he had dug to the crack in
the roof of the molten cavern.

"The dit in the heartstone remained open. Dwvon's heart quickened at the sight of itsreddish glow.
Fresh lumps of nirrin had gathered around the side, pat up from the frothing heet below. Y et there was
still aspace through which he could lower hislong-handled spoon. Carefully he placed hiseyeto the
vent, and felt the heet from the fires below againgt hisface. There was no sign of the mander. He attached
the ladies handleto the last link of the stone chain and lowered it into the burning pit. Link by link his
scoop descended. The spoon dipped into the seething red and gold. Quickly he pulled the chain back
upward, before any sudden onset of the beast might deprive him of histreasure.

"But the mander did not appear. Dwvon poured the flaming nirrin into the bottom of one of hisbowls
and closed the other aboveit. With afine pressure from his fingers he sealed the two together. The heat
and light were trgpped within. If he hurried, he might be able to return to hislough before they cooled
back to darkness.

"The nirrin, though much reduced, till glowed when he poured it out within his cavern. Themidrin
hanging from the celling whistled and fled before the light. But dl the lough wasfilled with aflickering beth
of red and gold, a pale reflection of what Dwvon had seen in the cave of fire. His stonework gleamed
and sparkled in the light, which ran before the first shadows ever to dance acrossthose walls. Thecam
pool gleamed in red and gold.

"Dwvon reached for amorse of fish from adish close beside the bowl of fire. He was hungry after his
long battle and had not esten since first finding the warm spring. As hetook the fish, asmal piece of fatty
skinfd| atop the glowing cod. Briefly it spurted into light. And Dwvon stopped with the fish unesten
before his mouth at the thought that the fire might seek nourishment the sameashe.

"So intent was Dwvon upon this new thought that he neither saw nor heard the mander asit crept
forward into the lough. For the creature had more than one passage from itslair. It had come by different
ways, following the scent and taste of the Bryddin upon the rocks. Until it found him &t last, deep in
thought above his stolen treasure.

"With aroar the beast legpt out upon the thief. Once more the two grappled, thistime in the dimmer
light of asinglefire. Their shadowstwisted againgt the cavern wals, asif they were but onepair ina
multitude of battling hosts.

"Into the depths of Dwvon's poal they fdll, where the fight was much more equd. For just as Dwvon
had felt weakened by the clawing firein the cavern of the mander, so too was the creature weakened by
the clinging cold of the poal. It thrashed itstail wildly, trying to clear the water away. Steam rose from its
sSdes asitsfireswere stilled. Round and round they fought, each trying to bring its own strength to bear
on the other. Thrashing and splashing, they rolled closer to the edge. Beyond them lay the dark Abyss.

"Dwvon, who knew there was nothing beyond the lip of his pool, began to force hisfoein that
direction. He had no hope to destroy the beast in any other fashion. So it was, with each twist of their
bodies and each thrash of the creaturestail, he brought them closer to the edge. And then they were
fighting beside the low wall he had raised to dam the stream. For amoment Dwvon alowed the beast to
gain the upper hand. Its great jaws snapped and davered. Its heated bregth assailed him. Then Dwvon
brought hislegs up beneath the creature's belly. With a great double kick he sent the beast flying up and
through the air. And the mander, so bent upon its prey, paid no attention to the blackness beneath. For
though the creature had seen many deeps and darknessesin the underearth, it had never yet found the
Abyss. It knew not that nothing lay below. And so it grabbed instead at Dwvon, fearing its prey would



ecapeit asit fell. Dwvon warded off the clutches of its short claws, but he was too dow to escape the
last curl of the greet tail. The creature caught him about the wrist, and both were dragged forward and
over the edge of the pool. Dwvon's toes found no purchase on the sone. Together they were swallowed
by the darkness.

"Except that something caught Dwvon by the ankle as he fell. And so he hung that way, with the
mander'stail gripped tightly around hiswrist, and something unknown clinging to hisleg above. Hewas
whipped back and forth as the mander thrashed about, trying to raise itsalf back to the stone. He could
not seeit in the darkness, but he could hear the snap of itsjaws and the hiss of its panting breath. Long
he hung that way, taut between two vises. And then at last the mander's strength began to fail. The grip of
itstail began to dip. Dwvon could fed the coil didefreefrom hiswrigt. Until &t lagt, in Slence, the
cregturefel. A long, long plunge, with only adistant howl of despair asthe beast findly redlized there
was no bottom here.

"When it was gone, Dwvon fdt the grip around his ankle quicken. He was pulled back within the
Lough alssin. Hisfire had spilled out from its bowl and been extinguished by the stream, and he had no
way of knowing what had rescued him until avoice spoke from the darkness.

"'l cameto your light,' said thevoice. 'l an Uhle!
"'l am Dwvon. The son of Brydds'’

"' dso am the son of Brydds,' said the voice. 'l have known for sometime | was not done. But in the
darkness| could not find you.'

"'Comewith me,' said Dwvon. 'I'll take you to the place of light. Now that the beast that guarded the
caveisgone, we can learn al theways of thefire!

"Together Dwvon and Uhle returned to the Abbenough, which iswhat they caled the cave of fire. And
soon after, they brought new flame to the Lough alssin. Then thefirst of the lights began to gleam above
the darkness of the Abyss. And Angun soon joined them, following the light as Uhle had done, and many
other Bryddin after. And intime they built this city, Issnlough, in the place where Dwvon and the mander
fought, and filled it with the light they had found. And in time Uhle came to believe that there were other
lightsto find, and began to search for them. But thet is another tae.”

Redburr finished and looked across the quiet room at the children. Avender, he knew, had fallen adeep
long before the mander had ever appeared in the story. But he was glad to see that Ferriswasfindly
dumbering aswell. Shelay on her back with her dark hair spread out across the pillow, one hand outside
the coverlet across her chest. Care and worry had passed from her face, and she dept like the child she
had been at the start of spring, before Reiffen had been taken away. Redburr rolled quietly into hisown
bed, careful not to wake her, or Avender. There might never be another time when they dept so easily

again.

13
Molio

In Ussene, the days passed in a deep gloom broken only by the flickering of the candles aong the rough



gonewadls. Reiffen followed Malio on hisrounds through the grubby passages, but when he wasn't with
Molio hefound himself drawn more and more to the Library, no matter how hard hetried to res <.

Usually thelittle man came to wake him when it wastime to set off on the day's routine, tapping lightly
a hisdoor. "Sr," Molio would whisper in avoice dmost too timid to hear. "Would you like to go with
Molio today?' Hissmdl eyes glittered happily as Reiffen sprang up and rubbed the deep from his own,
both of them glad Reiffen could avoid the temptation of the books for another day.

But often Molio was called away for extraduties and Reiffen was|eft to himself in hisdark room. Even
then he generdly went first to the Front Window, where the sight of the mountain shadows gliding
gradudly in brown shrouds across one another, or achill rain driving through the steep valey beyond,
might be enough to keep him from going to the other place. But more and more often it was not.

There was something comforting to Reiffen about the Library. It wasnt like the rest of Ussene. The
light was brighter there than it was anywhere e se; sometimes the room even seemed cheery despite the
spider and the pulsing stone. In the Manor he had spent many happy hours done in the bookshelved
dens, thislibrary was very much the same. The smdll of theleather bindings. The volumes beckoningin
long and secret rows. The rest of the fortresswas al boredom or torment, but in the Library at least he
might remember what hislife had been.

Hetried to stay away. He knew the place was evil. These were not the books heread in VValing.
These were the work of Wizards. So he followed Molio as often as he could and sometimes even
searched for thelittle man, roaming the hdls cautioudy aone.

For hispart, Molio was happy to have afriend. In hisworshipful way he never failed to tell Reiffen that
he wasthefirst and best friend Molio had ever had. "Kicks and begatings," he said as he rubbed the
memoriesthat lay beneath hiswax-covered coat. "All Molio has ever had iskicks and beetings. Friends
are better."

One day they found themselves near the long tunnel that ran from the Front Gate back into the depths
of the mountain. Molio's usua route was through the back stairs and side passages of the fortress, where
they rarely saw anyone else; but once in awhile they came out into the busier tunnels. Thistimethey
found themsalves nearly running into acompany of Sssit leading aline of prisonersinto the heart of the
hill. 1t wasthe first time Reiffen had ever gotten agood look at sissit other than as picturesin abook, and
they were far more horrible in person than on the page. Nothing was right about them, though they might
have passed for human at adistance. They were short and thick, with arms and legs not long enough for
their bodies. Their skin wasterribly pae, as pae asthe white of an eye. A few thin wisps of hair wagged
at the tops of their heads, as colorless astheir skin. Their clothing was ragged, mostly filthy peltsand
hides. But they were strong, and pushed even the largest of their prisoners easily dong, their flat feet
dapping loudly againgt the stone floor with every step.

Molio tugged at Reiffen'sdeeve. "Please, Sir," he whispered. "Not good for Sssiti to seeus. They are
awayshungry.”

But, as Reiffen dlowed the little man to draw him backwards, one of the captives started toward him.
The prisonerswere al joined together by along rope that bound their hands, and this particular prisoner
could not go far before he was pulled to a stop by hisrestraints. All the same, he stretched forward asfar
as possible and peered a Reffen through the wild tangle of hishair.

"Reiffen?" he croaked. Hislipswere cracked and dry. "Isthat you?"

For amoment Reiffen thought it was Avender who was standing before him. Then, through the layers
of dirt that covered the other, he redlized the boy wastoo old. It wasn't Avender. Avender was dead.



Molio tugged again at his deeve and whimpered, "Please, Sir. It's not good to be watching new ones
arive. Sissti get angry.”

Even as Molio spoke, the nearest Sissit gave asharp pull on the rope that sent the prisoner ssumbling
on after the others. "Don't you recognize me?' he called unhappily as he was pulled away. "It'sRib. Rib
Clammer. Don't you remember?' A puzzled look cameinto hisface as he saw that Reiffen's hands
weren't bound. "Aren't you aprisoner?' he asked. "Aren't they taking you down into the pits with the
res—"

Before Reiffen could answer, the Sissit guard hit Rib heavily across the back with his spear. The boy
fell forward against the prisoner in front of him and gasped for breath as the guards dragged them away.
But Reiffen remembered him now. He was afarmer's son from Eastbay, and had left VVaing the summer
before, gpprenticed to a Wayland merchant.

The dap of the Sissit'sfeet echoed down the tunndl; the prisoners disappeared into the gloom. A large
rat took advantage of the stillnessto scurry across the path in hope of finding something left behind.
Reiffen stared after them long after Rib and the others had disappeared.

"Friend?" asked Molio in hissmall, soft voice. He peeked out from behind Reiffen and peered down
the tunnd aswell.

Reiffen nodded. "From home," he said, feding strangdly tired. "I thought he was somebody elsefor a

"Moalioisfriend,” whigpered the little man kindly.

"Yes, you are," sad Reffen. He might have patted him on the shoulder, only Molio was not much
cleaner than the Sssit. "My last friend in the whole world.”

"You missfriend?Y ou miss home?"

"l do. I missthem both." But Reiffen was thinking of Avender, not Rib Clammer, and of the way the
surface of the lake sometimes reflected the white pesks of Valing in the evening, when the winds died
down and everything was till.

Shouldering thelittle man's bag, which he sometimes carried for him, Reiffen followed him back up to
the empty tunnels above. But he was troubled by the look he had seen on Rib's face as the older boy
was dragged away. Plainly Rib had thought Reiffen might not be acaptive at dl. It was natura enough.
There was Reiffen, unbound and apparently wandering fredly through the fortress. What other conclusion
might have cometo a prisoner? Reiffen didn't at dl like theideathat anyone might think hewasin Ussene
of hisown accord. He had been captured and brought here just like anyone ese. It wasn't hisfault they
wanted him to be something more than an ordinary dave. He would escape if he could. But there was no
way past the guards at the Front Gate, and no way to climb down from the Front Window.

Hetried not to think about the Library.

Two days passed before Reiffen made up hismind to go look for Rib in the dungeons. He spent dll his
time with Malio, who would have been ddighted with his company had Reiffen not been brooding about
what Rib thought &l the while. They spent most of the second evening at the Front Window watching the
colors of the sunset bathe the valley beyond. Molio had never known to watch a sunset before and was
enchanted by the sight. Even after the last shadows of red and orange had faded from the cliffs he stood
leaning with hishands and chin againg the sill, watching the Sky be dowly sdlted by the sars.



Reiffen sat by himsdlf againg the far wall in the growing darkness. He had kept away from the Library
since seeing Rib, but that hadn't made him fedl any better. He knew he had to do something more, to
prove to himsdf that he really was doing everything he could to upset the Wizards plans. And it was
important the other boy understand that Reiffen, too, was the Wizards prisoner. Maybe he might find a
way to bring Rib back Upstairs with him. Molio was nice enough, but he wasn't someone who would
ever help Reiffen come up with away to escape.

Histhoughts were interrupted by the little man, who had findly Ieft the sll and come back through the
darknessto St beside hisfriend. "Sunset is beautiful,” he said. " Stars, too. Thank you, friend."

"Hmm?" Reiffen waan't thinking about the stars. 'Y ou know, Malio," he said after amoment, "1 think
I'll go Downgtairs tomorrow and look for Rib."

Hefdt Molio siffen besdehim.

"D-Downgairs?" the little man whispered. He tucked whét little chin he had between his knobby
knees. "N-no one goesthere. Y-you can't help friend there."

"Maybel can. | can't know till I try."

"Molio doesn't want to lose kind friend,” he whimpered. "Not now." He brushed atear from hiseye
and left awaxy stregk across hisface. "Molio has never had friends before.”

"No one'sgoing to hurt me, Molio. Usseis made that quite clear. Besides, you told me yoursdf you
used to live Downgtairs. But hereyou are, dive and breathing al the same.”

Thelittle man shivered and went quiet at the mention of hisown time Downdtairs. Reiffen could see
Molio wasthinking hard of what he might say to convince hisfriend not to go. "Bad things happen,” the
little man said findly. His voice remained fearful in the thick night that hed falen through the window.
"Many bad things Downgtairs. Only lucky ones ever come up. Even soldiers.”

"I've made up my mind. Finefriend | amif | don't even try to do something for Rib." Though Reiffen
knew as he spoke he wasn't going for Rib's sake, but for his own.

Not wanting to give Malio any further chance of talking him out of his purpose, he stood up and turned
down the tunnel away from the Window. The lightsin the passage glowed dimly before him, disappearing
into the depths of the Wizards fortress. Malio followed miserably behind.

The next day Reiffen waited long enough to get the new password, then set off for the lower levels.
Hisfriend made no attempt to stop him, or go with him.

Soon Reiffen came to the main tunnel. The road was empty now, and there was no oneto chalenge
the boy as he turned to the left and marched deeper into the heart of the dark stone. It wasalarge
passage, large enough for ten men to walk abreast, and tall enough to alow the Wizards easy passage.
Here and there other tunnels branched off on either sde. None of the Sde wayswerelit and from them
al Reiffen sensed a guarded deadness, asif each path led straight to the bottom of agraveyard. Garbage
lay piled dong the walls, broken weapons and other things Reiffen didn't want to think about. Large
insects skittered through the shadows. Everywhere the rough stone was dark and dirty. The weight of the
fortress above seemed to press down upon him, choking the air. Heavy torches burned along the walls,
and the whole passage reeked of smoke. Reiffen walked quietly and listened carefully for any sign he
wasn't aone. But even the rats were careful to keep out of hisway. For al they knew he was just
another hungry gssit.

Hewalked for quite some time before he noticed alight in the passage ahead that seemed stronger
than one of the usua torches. Soon he was close enough to seeit camefrom afire burning in araised



brazier. A group of ssst were slanding around the fire roasting potatoes and other, less wholesome
things on the ends of their daggers. The ssit'spalid skinsglowed red in the light of thefire. Themain
passage ended here, but on the other side Reiffen saw a second, smaler tunnel that angled downwards
into the stone beyond like ablack chute,

Reiffen steded himself and stepped out of the shadows into the room. The sissit turned hisway at
once, their shabby arms clanking as they moved.

"Y ah, that won't help you here,” said the sergeant after the boy had spoken the password. He jerked
hisknife back the way Reiffen had come. The legs on whatever it was the sergeant was eating wiggled as
he waved the skewer about.

Reiffen swalowed uncomfortably. Usseis's assurances seemed |ess absol ute here in the deeper parts
of hisdemesne. "Usseis said | could go where I—" the boy began, but he was cut off by asharp blow
from the back of the ssst's hand. Histeeth caught the inside of his cheek and his mouth turned sty with
blood.

"Don't go usin' the Bosss name down here," hissed the sergeant. ™Y ou ain't got no password! You
an't goin' nowhere!”

"Maybe we give'im alittle tour, anyway, eh, Blinks?" suggested one of his mates with asnicker.
"Were gonnaget 'im down here, soon or late. Might be fun to tinder 'im up.”

"Yah?' The sergeant scowled darkly at hisfellow. His pale skin looked soft beneath the dark |eather
of hisjacket and breeches. Had he owned atuft of hair anywhere upon his head or face he might have
amost looked human. "And who's gonnatdll th' Bosswe didn' foller orders? Y ou, maybe?' He bit off
one of thelegswriggling on hisknife; dark juice dripped down his chin.

Reiffen backed up a step. Explaining his situation to Rib seemed much lessimportant now than it had
been the night before. The Front Window, or even the seclusion of hisown smdll cell, was suddenly
much more attractive. What was done was done. Rib and he would both have to follow the paths set out
for them. Antagonizing the Sissit was not going to help either of them. He took a second step backward.

"Look at 'im," said atoothless one, coming forward. His voice sounded like boots being pulled from
thick mud. "Scared aready, heis. Hope I'm the one 'ut getsto hold ‘im down when he do finally come
down theHoles"

Hewaggled hisdirty knifein Reffen'sface and grinned. Therest of the troop laughed horribly, their
dark humor echoing acrossthewalls. They kept laughing as Reiffen turned and hurried back the way he
had come. It was along time before he no longer thought he heard the echo of their guffaws. Evil
flourished in al the parts and passages of Ussene, but there was no question it grew stronger the deeper
one went into the darkness.

His heart pounded in his chest. He thought the sissit were following him, until he redized the footsteps
he heard were only his blood thumping in hisears. His chest heaved; he put out a hand to steady himsdlf
againg thewall. He felt better after amoment and was ashamed to have been so thoroughly scared by a
few ssst soldiers. The heir to the thrones of both Banking and Wayland might have shown abit more
courage in theface of afew fat Ssst. But he was only aboy, and Giserre's pride commanded little
respect in the dark pits of Ussene. Hewas glad that Molio had not been with him; he would not have
liked Molio to see him so frightened. The little man's high regard alowed the only shred of self-respect

Reiffen till possessed.

He turned off the main way into the passage that would take him Upgtairs, but after that he paid no
more attention to where he was going. He walked on listlesdy past the guittering candles and moldy walls.



The dark tunnels around him all looked the same. He was not at al surprised when he found his unguided
footsteps had taken him to the Library. On hislast visit he had come across abook, Magic's Aspects,
and his curiogity had findly overcome him. He had read thefirst few pages but had dammed the cover
swiftly shut once he redlized what it was he had found, abook that explained the nature of magic and
how to do the most basic spells. To be so close to the power of the Wizards had frightened him. But
now, with other, smpler terrors behind him, the Library welled up before him asarefuge.

It was aways peaceful among the books. Reiffen had never seen anyone dseinthe Library, and this
time was no different. Even though hewas afraid of it, he had come to think of the room as his specia
sanctuary.

Hefound the book where he had left it. Its cover fit perfectly in his hands as he picked it up from the
table closest to the door. It was amedium-sized volume, with a soft leather binding. Just the right weight.
Just theright shape. There were no chairs anywhere, but the table was at the perfect height for him to
stand while reading. His elbows rested on the dark wood on either side of the opened pages.

"Magic," heread, "isthe art of using the world. All the world's creatures contain this art within
them, in one fashion or another, either through talents of their own or through long study of the
nature of the world itself. Examples of the first sort of magic can be seen in the ability of the
Oeinnen, or Shapers, to transform themselves into almost any sort of creature; or in the power the
Bryddin wield over all things of stone and earth. But all creatures have the ability to work magic,
to some degree, because all share the same common connection to the world around them. Only
the Bryddin, born of Brydds in the void beneath, are not affected by the magic of Areft'sworld.
They are, by their nature, of different stuff.”

Asheread, Reiffen forgot everything that had happened to him in the tunnels below. He forgot the
time. He forgot where he was. The world he was exploring was far more interesting than the onein which
he lived. There was much in the book that he had already learned from school, or from Redburr and
Nolo. But never before had it al been connected. Never before had al the various bits of knowledgein
the world fit together so exactly. Everything was part of the whole and, as such, everything was related. It
was just a matter of assembling the power and knowledge necessary to follow the paths between the
things of the world to perform magic. The book madeit al seem so smple,

He had read past the first chapter and was well into the second when the feeling came over him that he
was no longer done. Drat that Molio. Here he was looking for Reiffen once again at exactly thetime
when Reiffen wanted to be left done. He had just come to a passage describing the basic differences
between fire and water and bird and bee and was beginning to wonder if there were any spells or potions
that might be smple enough for him to learn right away when he had to turn and see what Molio wanted.

He stopped short. Fornoch, in his gray robes, stood beside the spiderweb, one finger thrumming lightly
on acorner string. His eyes were on the spider, not Reiffen; but that didn't make Reiffen fed better at all.
How long had the Wizard been there? Why had he not spoken? Reiffen swallowed hard, trying to hold
back the fear welling up within him, and closed hisbook. Hewasredly infor it now. The spider clung
tightly to itsline as the net trembled benesth the Wizard's touch. Then Fornoch looked up and, noting that
the boy had noticed him, |eft off bothering the spider. He smiled.

Thistime hissmilewas not like his brothers. 1t was dmost human. It didn't send shiversup Reiffen's
spine, or make him want to ook and see what was about to strike him from behind. It was awarm amile,
amog like Giserreés when he returned to the Tear after along day of dedding or hiking through the
mountain meadows. Despite himsdlf, he almost camed. Maybe he hadn't reached the end.

"l waswaiting for you to notice | had joined you." Fornoch came forward, hisfinger stroking the heed
of the spider gently as he passed. Reiffen redlized the Wizard hadn't been toying with the spider. He had



been playing with it, the way one might play with afavorite kitten.

The Wizard looked over the boy's shoulder at the book lying upon the table. Reiffen stepped out of his
way. But the Wizard took no offense.

"I thought you might appreciate that,” hesaid. "l put it in aplace where | thought you might find it. |
had to be careful about making it too obvious, though. | knew you would not want to pick up the books
that werelying about. At least not &t first.”

Reiffen was confused. "Y -you mean it's okay for meto be here?!

"Of course." The Wizard crossed his arms within the drooping deeves of his cloak and smiled once
agan. "Why do you think the Library ishere? Do you think | need it?"

Reiffen looked around the room with afresh understanding. It seemed impossible that al thismight
have been created for his benefit.

"Ussaisand | hardly require something likethis," Fornoch continued. "Magicisas natural to usas
opening adoor isto you. Ossdonc might occasionaly need some sort of reminder, but only when heisin
ahurry. No, Reffen. Thisisyour room."

"ButMoliosad. . ."
"Molio knows only what he has been told. Or thinks he has been told.”

"But why would you make thisroom for me?' Reiffen looked for amoment at the wonders assembled
on the shelves around him. He hated the Wizards and everything they stood for, but al the same he
couldn't help but think how wonderful it would be to read every book in that room, and learn the purpose
of every object.

"Y ou know the answer to that question.” There was amost atone of disgppointment in the Wizard's
voice, asif hewas proud of what Reiffen could learn when he used hisbrain hard enough.

"Youredill just trying to make mejoin you," Reiffen decided at once. "Y ou're showing me what might
be mineif | decide to do what you want."

He wasn't sure, but Reiffen thought Fornoch's eyestwinkled, asif he had given the Wizard the answer
he wanted. Fornoch pursed hislips and spoke again. "1 would not quite describe my purposein just that
way," hesaid. "l would prefer to say that | merely offer you an example of what you stand to gain, should
you decide to seethings our way. It isnot asif your other choices are as generous.”

"Then iswhat this book saystrue?' Reiffen looked down at the book upon the table. " Can anyone do
megic?'
IIY$II

A thrill of excitement raced through him. Someday he might hold in his hands the same power that had
murdered hisfather.

"But that power can only beyoursif | chooseto teachit to you," continued Fornoch, asif reading
Reiffen'smind. "Thereisno other way to learn.”

"And if you do teach me," asked Reiffen with sudden daring, "what's to stop me from using that power
upon you?'

Fornoch smiled again, finding the boy's ambition amusing. "Nothing. Nothing at al. Once the power is
gained, thereis no other control uponit. Y ou will aways be your own master, if you cometo usfredly.



But if you force usto bring you to our will, then your life will cease to be yours. Once extracted, awill
can never be returned.”

"I'll never follow you fredy!" said Reiffen with sudden passion. "Not if you offer me everything in the
world!"

"But that's precisdy what | am offering.”

The Wizard crossed the room to the place where the green stone lay beneath its bowl of glass. The
Library, which had seemed very large without him looked much smaler now that Fornoch wasinit. He
lifted the bowl with one hand and picked up the stone with the other. It remained lifelessand dark, a
smdll pebble cradled in fingers. But when he returned to stand before the boy the rock began once more
to pulse and glow.

"Do you know what thisis, Reiffen?" asked Fornoch softly. He held the stone up before the boy, who
felt the heart of the rock begting in time with his own. He was unable to spesk, hiseyesfixed onthe
pulsing stone, so he shook his head instead.

"It'sasmplething, redly."” The Wizard turned the rock between hisfingers, displaying al itssides.
"The bearer of thisstone will liveforever. | fashioned it for you."

Reiffen wondered if Fornoch could read minds. Firgt the Library, where even ahuman boy could learn
magic. And now this, atalisman that would allow the bearer to live aslong as Nolo or Redburr. Think of
what he could do then!

"Of coursg, if | wereto takeit away from you, then it would stop working." Fornoch withdrew his
hand and the stone with it. Immediatdly the stone went dark again, its heart shrouded in hardness. "That's
why you can't just carry it around with you. Y ou haveto keep it insde you, where it will lways be with
you. Guarding you from within."

Reiffen followed the green rock with hiseyes. Sowly the Wizard brought it closer. The boy reached
out and, as hisfingers drew near the stone, he felt it even before he touched it. It was not that the stone
was hot. It was more like the way that athick wool jersey, when rubbed quickly, would sometimes spark
his finger when he brought it close. The stone, however, didn't shock him. It was cold to the touch,
colder than theair in the room around him.

He pulled hishand away. "No," he said firmly. "Y ou're not going to get me that way, ether. Kill meif
you want, but | won't helpyou at dl.”

"Asyouwish."

Fornoch wrapped his hand around the stone and withdrew his offering. He didn't appear upset, or
disappointed. Y ou will not bekilled, of course,” he said. "But we will use you. Thereisa certain amount
of paininvolved in Ussaiss procedures. The end result, however, will be the same. Not from your point
of view, perhaps. But that is your choice."

Reiffen stood tiffly by the table. Now that he had regjected Fornoch's offer he expected his freedom to
be at an end. But Fornoch had other thoughts. He ignored the boy and returned to the bookshelf to
replace the stone benegath its case. The bowl dipped back over the dark green gem and the tensionin the
room lessened at once.

"I'll leave you to think about what you can and cannot do," said Fornoch. "The choices are yours."

He drew his cloak about him and disappeared. Reiffen blinked, but his eyes were not deceiving him.
Fornoch had vanished. And there had been none of the thunder and noise of the journey from the henge



with Ossdonc. Fornoch's cloak had twirled around him and twisted into a thin line that had suddenly no
longer been there. Reiffen was|eft alonein the room, the books gtill available to him, the spider and the
sonedtill at hand.

After that Reiffen wasn't the same. Histalk with Fornoch left him uneasy and unsatisfied. He knew he had
donetheright thing and that no good could come from accepting anything offered by any of the Wizards.
All the same, he couldn't help but fed he had missed something. That an opportunity had dipped through
hisfingers. Now histhoughts were ways on the Library. Everything he did reminded him of what the
Wizard had offered. When he was at the Front Window, craning his neck for aglimpse of the sun
between the narrow gapsin the cliffs and ridges overhead, he thought about the books. When hewasin
bed, waiting for the hour or two of deep that was al he had anymore, he thought about the Wizard
disappearing from the room with asingle sweep of his cloak across his body. And when he went out with
Molio on hisrounds, he saw the green stonein every lamp and candle touched by the little man, their dim
yelow flamestwisting up into the dark green glow of the stone.

Even Molio was aware that something had changed. He had aways been very respectful of Reiffen,
but now he seldom spoke unless Reiffen addressed him first. Asaresult, much of their time together was
passed in slence, Reiffen donewith his thoughts and Molio not wanting to disturb hisonly friend. The
little man began to look troubled when he was with the boy; the eager smilesthat had dwaysfilled his
face became fewer and fewer.

Reiffen barely noticed. He wastoo busy trying to keep himsdlf from returning to the Library. He was
afrad that, if hedid, he might finally succumb to Fornoch's gifts. And who knew what would happen
then? What if the green sonewas atrick, an easy way for Usseisto take control of him? All he knew
about the world, young as he was, told him the Wizards were not to be trusted. And yet he was sure that
Fornoch had not been lying. It was asif he had understood that Fornoch did not need to lie.

Hetried to remember al he had been taught about the time when Fornoch and Ossdonc had assumed
human form and lived among men and women. Hisfather had met them both then, many times. Ossdonc
had even married his mother's aunt, the Queen Lodllin, and had ruled for years over Banking as her
consort. Fornoch had cast himsdlf in the part of Martis, the king of Wayland's most trusted counsdlor.
Together they had kept the two kingdoms at war with each other for years. By the time the Dwarves had
arrived on the scene, Banking and Wayland had been on the verge of collapse, and al because of the
policiesthe two Wizards had whispered into the ears of queen and king. Ossdonc had been smplein his
counsel. Banking was the greater land, and deserved to rule dl the world. Wayland wasin theway. And
Queen Lodlin, ever vain and subject to the flattery of those around her, had followed easily aong the
path her magicked husband had laid out for her. But Fornoch had ever been more subtle, persuading
King Briossthat he wasin the right to defend his homeland against the wicked predations of his
neighbors. Always had he led Wayland down a path of apparent righteousness to a place of death.

And whenever Reiffen worked it al through in his head he knew he wasright. The thought of his
mother and father, and what the Three had done to them, comforted him. Thinking about them helped
him shrug off Fornoch's tempting, and kept him from the Library. Because he was sure that the more he
vigted that place, the more easily he would be turned to Fornoch's purpose. He told himsalf that Fornoch
had been mistaken to tempt him, because now he had found the strength to resi<t.

Then one day, as he had dreaded, the officer he had met with Molio came to summon him to another
audience with Ussais. Reiffen was watching the sky from the Front Window, reminding himself there was
more to the world than dusty passages and sneering Sissit. But al hope of ever seeing any of that again
died when the officer called sharply to him from the edge of the room, where aslittle of the sunlight as
possible would bother hisweak eyes. Reiffen took onelast look at the sky, wishing he could say



good-bye to the stars as well, then joined the officer at the door. Guardsfell in behind and before
Reiffen, and led him away.

The Wizards vast chamber was the same as he remembered it. The doors opened noisdlessly once
again; he waked through the circle of pillars doneto stand before the daisin the middle of the room.
Fornoch was once more seated on the lowest step, while Ossdonc stood guard behind Usseis with his
heavy sword girded to his belt, hislong black cloak pulled aside to show the glint of hisweapon.

Ossdonc grinned as the boy stood before the dais, more an ogre than aWizard, but both Ussels and
Fornoch appeared sad. They stared at Reiffen for sometime asif expecting him to be thefirst to speak,
giving him onelast chance to change hismind. But Reiffen refused to give them that satisfaction. He
waited impatiently for them to begin whatever it was they were going to do.

In the end Ussels spoke firdt. "It seems, Fornoch,” he said, "that your plans have failed. Alwaysyou
aretoo subtle

"Y ou aretoo impatient, Ussas. If you will only continueto wait you will have what you want in the

"Bah," growled Ossdonc, his hand on the pomme of hissword. "All we did waswait the last time, and
see what happened then. Had you permitted me to loose my war bands upon the land there would have
been nothing left for the cursed stone men to rescue.”

"Peace, Ossdonc,” said Ussais. "Though what you say istrue. Even now, Fornoch, we might be
treating with the Bryddin instead of needing to devise new waysto ruin them. And the Three Kingdoms
would pay us proper homage.”

"All that will come, Ussais," said Fornoch. "All that will come. If you hurry the process with this boy,
however, it will take much longer.”

Ossdonc crossed hisarmsimpatiently across his broad chest and rolled his eyes.
"We both agree that, willing subject or not, the boy will be what we need.”

"Yes," said Fornoch. "But we dso agreethat, if hejoinsusfredly, therewill befar fewer difficulties
later on."

"Areft would never have been so patient,” growled Ossdonc. "He would have crushed them dl.” And
Ossdonc, asif imagining himself in the role of hisforebear, reached out his massive hand to crush
imaginary victimsintheair beforehim.

"Areft was destroyed by humans,” Fornoch reminded his more savage brother. "They are capable of
much more than you are ever willing to understand. That iswhy we must be certain we have our nets
wrapped about them completely before we take the next step.”

"Enough.” Usseiss voice brought the attention of the other two Wizards back to himself. "I have made
my decision. Asthe two of you are dways quarreling, it is up to me to choose our proper course.” He
leaned forward. A brutal smile blazed across hisface. "Think you, boy, that we cannot bend you to our
will? If such aone as Mindrdl can enthrall you, what then can | not do? Greet gifts we have offered you,
yet you seefit to rgject them. Perhaps you need ataste of the other side of our nature.”

TheWizard lifted his hand until it was pointed, padm forward, at Reiffen. The fingers were spread wide
gpart, and through them Usseiss eyes shone. Reiffen felt something jerk within him, asif his heart had
been fetched forth and was now caught writhing within the Wizard's hand. Slowly Ussais closed his
fingers one by one around that unseen part of Reiffen now clutched in hismagic grip. Aseach finger



closed the boy felt bars of iron being laid across his chest. The last finger folded in. Ussaiss hand was
now afist pointing past Reiffen towards the doors behind him.

"Go," ordered the Wizard. His voice had become deep and commanding, and rang out among the
pillars asloudly as Ossdonc's ever had. "Do as| would wish. When that is finished you are released.”

Then the Wizard waved his hand asif he were dismissing adog. Or abootblack.

Reiffen turned sharply and marched back across the towering room and on to the hall outside. Only
thistime his enchantment was much worse than it had been under Mindrdll's hand. Thistime he was
aware of dl he saw and did, asclearly asif hewere sill completely in control of himself. He felt hisboots
scuff across the dusty floor, and smelled the thick candles burning on the walls. He felt his heart pounding
infuriousfear indde his chest, and tasted the dryness of hismouth. And, worst of al, he knew exactly
what his Master had ordered him to do, and followed the workings of his own mind as he, not his
Master, decided upon the best way to accomplish the task that had been set before him.

Hetried desperately to make himsdf stop. With every step he ordered hisarms and legsto cease
working. Hetried frantically to close his eyes, so he wouldn't be able to see where he was going, or find
his prey. But his eyes, no more than hislegs and arms, refused to obey him. In hisanger and frustration
hetried to scream, but he could neither say nor do anything that was not permitted. Anything that was of
his own will was prevented. Only Usseiss desire was alowed.

And 0, outwardly purposeful but inwardly desperate, Reiffen watched himself hunt for Molio through
the caves and tunnels of Ussene. It wasn't hard to find him. All the time he had spent with the little man
gave him agood ideajust where Molio might be, and he soon found him setting new candles out on their
holdersin one of the corridors near the officers mess.

"Molio," said Reiffen'svoice cunningly, even astherest of him tried to cry out in warning. "Comewith
me. | have something to show you."

"Something to show Malio, Sr?' Thelittle man's eyes brightened eagerly. Maybe hisfriend had
recovered from his sadness, and would be the way he had been before. " Something for Malio, Sr?"

"Yes" sad Reiffen. "Something for Malio.”

But insde his head Reiffen was screaming, No! No! No! and trying as hard as he could to get his
body to do what he wanted. But Molio could see nothing wrong, and trotted dong happily behind his
friend. No one had ever wanted Molio to see anything before. Thiswas going to be aspecia day.

Reiffen led the way through the hallsto the long passage that |ed to the Front Window.
"Arewe going to the Front Window, sir?" asked Molio with some fearfulness. "No soldiers there?"
"No, Malio. Therewon't be any soldiersthere.

"Isthat where thething is, Sr? The thing you want to show Moalio?' Thelittle man's eyes glowed. His
look reminded Reiffen of the time he had teased Skimmer with the lumps of maple sugar back inthe
canoe near Nokken Rock. But this time what he would do was far worse.

"Yes, Molio," he said. Hetried, once more without success, to bite histongue. "That'swhereit is.”

Molio bounded up the stair. Reiffen had never seen him so happy and excited. Thelittle man raced
ahead, then thought better of it asthey approached the windowed room. It was broad daylight outside,
and the soft gray light spilled forward down the corridor through the Window. But Malio'singtinctive
caution had returned, and he let Reiffen pass on ahead of him before he followed.



Reiffen went straight to the Window.

"Isthiswhat Molio is supposed to see, Sr?' asked thelittle man, asif the Window itself was the most
extraordinary thing he had ever beheld, now that Reiffen had taken such painsto show it to him. "Itis
beautiful, gr." Thelittle man caught his breath with joy.

"No, Malio," said the false Reiffen. Insgde he wanted to curl up into aball and die. "It's outsde. Come
and see”

Moalio, trusting hisfriend completely, scurried across the room. He put his smdl hands on the sill and
stood on tiptoe to look out like alittle child. "Where, sir? What isMolio looking for, Sir?" he asked

expectantly.
"Here" said Reiffen. "Just balow the Window on the other side.”

"Isit birdies, 9r?' asked thelittle man. He scrabbled a thewal in his haste to climb onto the sill.
"Molio's never seen birdies, Sir. | hopeit'shbirdies!"

"Let mehdpyou.”

He seized the little man by the back of histattered coat and, instead of hel ping him safely up into the
Window, pushed him over the edge. Only as he began to fall did Molio even begin to sense his danger.
Hetrugted hisfriend completely. "Sir'" he cried out. "Sir! I'm fdling!" And then hisshriek trailed off ashe
salled out into the narrow dice of sky between the jagged dliffs. He weighed no more than abird himself
and Reiffen was ableto fling him far beyond the Window. Even so the little man struck the face of the cliff
severd times before he hit the bottom, his short arms and legs waving frantically as he rolled and spun
through the air. The fdse Relffen made himself lean far out over the edge of the Window to watch the
entirefal, and to hear Malio's piteous cries. One glance had Reiffen of the little man's face before Malio
was gone, and in that moment the boy saw dl the hurt and sorrow that had ever befdlen hisfriend.
Molio'ssmdl eyes glistened mournfully. Hiswretched life was complete. Then he was gone, like astone
dropped into the lake from the top of the Neck.

Reiffen tried to tear himself away from the Window; hetried to close his eyes. But he ill had no
control over himsdf. Only at the very end, when Molio had landed soundlesdy on the ground so far
below, and the guards at the Front Gate had emerged to see what had happened and were pointing
upward asthey clustered in the courtyard, was the boy finaly able to throw himsdf back into the room.

He shuddered. He moaned. Herolled in his misery dong the dusty floor until he wasfilthy with tears
and dirt. For along time he was not himself, so complete was the shame of what he had done. It was his
own mind that had tricked and cheated Molio. Ussels had given him no ingtruction. His only command
had been to kill thelittle man. Reiffen had conceived the rest. From his own heart had come the means of
the little man's dying. Reiffen had known Molio would follow him blindly to the Window and never even
try to save himsdlf. Reiffen was hisfriend. And the knowledge that he could do such athing left the boy
trembling on thefloor. A cold wind from the Window scoured the room around him.

It was along time before he came to his senses. And when he did hisfirst thought was to throw himself
after Molio. But, as he raced to the Window, he felt Ussais's hand upon him once more and his body
stopped short of his purpose. And then he knew there was no escape for him, and wept bitterly again.
Only thistime hisweeping led to exhaustion aswell as despair.

He awokein darkness. For along time helay on the floor, forgetting where he was and everything that
had happened. Then he felt the chill breeze from the Window and remembered it dl. Hetried to cry
again, but there was nothing | eft.



Something whispered softly. Reiffen started, thinking Molio's ghost had risen from the stony depthsto
creep back into the fortress and haunt him. Then he felt the wetness in the breeze and redlized he was
hearing rain beyond the window. The pattering drops were soothing; it wasn't long before he had fallen
adeep again. Hewas young, and nightmares were gill only dreamsto him, dreamsthat could be
forgotten, if only for alittle while. For along time he dept, troubled only by the nagging at the back of his
imagination that, when he woke, there would be an uncertain price left for him to pay.

When he did wake the rain had stopped. A clear dawn filtered through the Front Window, leaving a
soft square of light upon the hard stone floor. Wearily he rose. His entire body ached, asif he had spent
the previous day daving away in the stables or being taught how to wrestle by Redburr. And he was ill
very tired despite having dept the better part of the previous day and night.

He was completely beaten. There was nothing left within him with which to fight the Three any longer.
He felt withered and unclean. Without even thinking about where he was going, he wandered off from the
Front Room and back into the main parts of the fortress. For hours he wandered aimlesdy, barely even
noticing the guards.

In the end he found himself at the Library door. He had known he would come here eventudly. For a
moment he stood reluctantly outside. Heredly didn't want to go into the Library now. That was achange
from the way he had been before, because before he had always fought with himsdlf to stay away. Now
that he had no other choice, theitch no longer plagued him. Maybe some other day he would be ableto
take up the struggle again. Now he lacked the strength. There was no fear. His hand didn't even tremble
as he twisted the iron knob and passed inside, to the books and the spider and the stone.

USSENE

Ossdonc, Ossdonc
Cut off his arm
If his sword can't touch you
He'll do you no harm.

Usseis, Usseis
Cut off his head
If his spells aren't spoken
Then he'll soon be dead.

Fornoch, Fornoch
Cut out his heart
Hold on to your own or
He'll get a new start.

-WAYLAND NURSERY RHYME



14
Balloons Below Bryddiough

Ferris never did figure out how long she and Avender dept. Without any morning to wake them, they
might have snoozed away the week. But Redburr, once the smells drifting up through the window from
Mother Norra's kitchen grew too powerful to ignore, roused everyonein plenty of time for breskfast.

Uhle and Nolo were waiting at the table when the Shaper and the children came downgtairs. "Back to
his stonework,” Nolo replied when Ferris asked where Dwvon had gone. The table before them was
gpread with large platters of scrambled eggs, mushrooms, bacon, and smal fish called swippers that
Redburr said were delicious. Both Bryddin were already hard at work at the meal, and the Shaper, in his
haste to join them, nearly knocked over Mother Norra as she bustled to the table with a pitcher of clear,
cold water fromthelssin.

"Ficklesand pike," she scolded. "Y ou're worse than asmall child.”

"Sorry," mumbled Redburr, looking scared to death she might decide to punish him by keeping him
away from the food. He sidied carefully out of her way towardsthe table.

"Those eggs|ook delicious,” said Ferris, half out of politeness and half to help Redburr escape his
predicament. And they really were, she discovered, as soon as shejoined the Bryddin at the table, with a
rich flavor she had never tasted before.

"Aren't they, lamb," fussed the cook, one eye fastened on Redburr. "Our flickers are asgood as any in
Issnlough.”

"Hickers?'

"A largelizard," sad Nolo. Bits of egg covered the front of hisbeard. "They liketo nest in smal caves
at the top of unnerets.”

"Very tasty roasted,” added Redburr through his own mouthful. "Taste like chicken.”
Ferris stared horrified at her plate. "Y ou mean I'm egting lizard eggs?”

"I'll have yours." With greet relish Avender shoveed thelast of his portion into hismouth. "Why're they
cdledflickers?'

"Becausethey havelong tongues,” said Uhle, "that flick out al the timeto taste the cave around them.
They don't have eyesat dl.”

Ferris shuddered and pushed her plate away completely. She decided not to eat the bacon, either.
Who knew what pigsdined on in Issinlough? But it was hard not to eat in front of Mother Norra, who
saw what was wrong at once. Before Ferris knew what was happening, the kind woman had placed a
fresh plate in front of her, piled high with astack of griddle cakes topped with rich black jam. Redburr
looked on envioudy.

"No butter or syrup, though, dear,” said Mother Norraas Ferristucked into her new medl. "I've been
after Mr. Dwvon you don't know how long to trade afew of those lamps of hisfor acask of fine Valing
syrup. Maybe you can bring some along with you, next time you cometo Issnlough. | do missagood



maple syrup. And the candy! Biscuits and butter! | remember there was one goodwife on the [ake who
mede the best—"

"Speaking of lamps.” Uhle set apair of small pouches on the table before the children. "I have
something for you. Ferris. Avender. Y ou're children of the sun and moon, used to thelight. Y ou're not
used to the darkness of the Under Ground. So, to help light your way through Bryddiough, I've brought a
lamp for each of you."

He emptied the pouches on the table. Out clattered apair of bright, glowing jewels. Shadow and light
danced around the walls as the gems rolled to a stop. Precious they were, and more specidly precious as
giftsthan for their worth. Ferris curtsied properly, and made a pretty speech of thanks before she
reached out to take one of the shining stones. In her hand it felt exactly like any other rock: hard and
cold. No heat accompanied the glowing brightness; the sharp points of the gem pricked her fingertip as
sherolled it back and forth upon her pam.

Avender, who had never owned anything more valuable than apair of boots before, could only
sammer and Sare at the brilliancein his hand.

"Even Bryddin need light in Bryddiough,” said Uhle. "' Set your lamps on the rock beside you and you'l
see most cavernswell enough. But | could make you some smd | headbands, if you want.”

"I'd put them on walking sticks," suggested Redburr as he picked through the bones for any find
scraps of fish.

"Whatever you do, don't lose them.” Nolo took Avender's and studied it a arm'slength. The gem
wasn't terribly bright, but it still wasn't something Ferris wanted to bring up closeto her eye. ™Y ou could
buy two or three farmsin Bracken Creek with one of these," he added as he returned it to the boy. "Not
to mention every barrel of maple syrup inVding."

They thanked Uhle again; then breakfast was over and it wastime to go. Mother Norra gave both
children huge, smothering hugs when they said good-bye, asif she were trying to squeeze the food back
out of them, and wiped her eyeswith the corner of her apron. "We could use afew more young ‘'uns
down here" she sniffed. "Brighten the place up consderable, it would.”

Ferriswas sad to leave; in Mother Norraskitchen she had felt she was home again. Now the
strangeness of the Stonewayswould be al the keener for their having rested in a place that reminded her
so much of Valing, flickers or no. And it might be along time before she got another bath. Shouldering
her pack, she followed Avender and the others outside to the winding Stair.

They followed Nolo up the Rupiniah and across another footpath to the Halvanankh, the lone rélic of
the old, wild cave that had been dl the beauty in Issinlough before the Bryddin began to build. Up a
circling gtair cut from the rough rock itself they climbed, back into the bedrock above. Now and again a
window opened adong their path to give amoment's view of the city below, allowing the bottom of the
world to loom once again in a patchwork of shadow and stone. But most of the time they traveled
through smoothly carved tunndsthat ran straight as a diamond's edge through the rock, or turned in the
sort of perfect curvesthat only Bryddin could fashion.

Grimble's workshop was some distance from the main city, beyond the rim of the Vells. Nolo
explained that the experiments performed there were of such akind that both Grimble and all the other
Bryddin preferred it that way. Unexpected explosions and sudden stinks were best tolerated asfar as
possible from the city proper. Asit was, the travelers heard the workshop long before they reached i,
and smdled it only alittle later. Even by Bryddin standards the thumps and booms that echoed along the
passage were exceptiond, and the sulfurous smell was something entirely new. It reminded Ferris of
freshly manured fields—or the same fields shortly after being burned. Neither were odors she had ever



expected to find underground.

Odor and noise both worsened the moment the company entered the workshop. Here they found
another large chamber, so filled with machinery and jumbled equipment that the far end was completely
lost to view. Coils of wire wound among piles of tanned animd hides, bolts of canvas and large barrels
rosein tal towersto the cailing, and thick metal pipes strangled everything in their looping grip like
untended vines. Here lay a stack of wooden planks discarded on the floor, there aforgotten pile of pig
bladders. Through it all boomed the sound of meta being hammered and bent, the roar of the furnaces
aong theright-hand wall, and the hiss of air rushing through the throbbing pipes.

They threaded their way through thisjungle of junk, stepping over the odd hammer or broken barrel
stave, until they findly arrived at the end of the cavern. Where the back wall was supposed to be, they
instead found themsalves facing out into the Abyss. A large ship floated in the darkness just beyond the
edge of thefloor, like agrest, fat fish in aninky pool.

"Isthat the balloon?' asked Ferris. Nolo nodded. "What holdsit up?'
"Nothing holdsit up," answered the Dwarf. "It'san arship.”

"Anarship? What'san airship?' Ferris gasped as she figured out the answer to her own question.
"Y ou mean were going to fly?"

Nolo nodded. Ferris gaped at the floating vessal. Dozens of questions rushed to her head, but she
couldn't find her tongue to ask asingle one. Theidea of flying was too enormous, and too exciting, to
alow anything so commonplace astaking to get in the way.

"Lucky us," grumbled the Shaper as he stood beside her.

Avender whispered to Ferris asthey followed Nolo forward, "Aren't you even alittle scared? What if
wefdl?"

Ferris shook her head. Falling was the furthest thing from her mind. Rather, she was entranced by the
thought of flying through the air like abird. Or acloud.

Heavy cables, moored to large stone cleats set into the workshop floor, held the craft down. Men and
Dwarves scurried about, busy with last-minute tasks. The vessel was much larger than The Other Sde;
instead of wood it was built of canvas stretched around some sort of frame. A pair of short, stubby fins
ran dong ether side. Several of the meta pipes the company had clambered past in the workshop
snaked into the vessdl just below the fin facing them, their far ends connected to the blazing furnaces
along thewall. Waves of heat rolled across the room from the forges, over the edge of the workshop,
and into the darkness beyond.

Onthe narrow part of the vessdl'stail a Dwarf was making some last-minute adjustmentsto alarge
meta pinwhed mounted close to the main body of the ship. He finished hiswork as the company arrived
and set thewhed dowly spinning with apush of hishand. Then he noticed the new arrivas.

"Thereyou are." Nimbly, the Dwarf stepped between two of the spinning blades and inspected them
from another angle. Y ou'd better get on board,” he called over his shoulder. "Weve been waiting for
you so we can leave.”

He waved them toward the ropes that |ooped around the canvas hull and indicated they should use
these to climb aboard. Ferris drew closeto Nolo.

"Isthat Grimble?" she whispered, finding her tongue once more.
"No," said Nolo. "That's Gammit."



"lan't Grimblethe onein charge?'

"Grimble?’ Nolo cocked an eyebrow at her in surprise. "No one would go anywhere with Grimblein
charge”

"Y ou should have explained to them about Grimble," said Redburr as he came up beside them.
"They'll find out soon enough.” Nolo grasped one of the ropes firmly and led the way up the side.

Wondering what it was that was so mysterious about Grimble, Ferrisfollowed. The ship dipped
dightly under their weight asthey |eft the ground, especialy when the Shaper pulled himsdlf aboard; but it
settled gently back toward the roof once it had adjusted to its new load. 1ts moorings stretched tautly.
The rough canvas throbbed and thrummed benesth their hands with the force of whatever was being
pumped inside.

At thetop of the curving hull they found asmall deck set below thelevel of the canvas. Standing there
was aBryddin with snow-white hair. Ferris had seen Bryddin with black and brown and gray hair, but
thiswas the firgt time she had seen one whose hair was white. He wore along-deeved smock covered
with pockets. the smock would have been dmost aswhite as his hair had it not needed agood
laundering.

He paid no attention to Ferris or anyone else asthey came up to the top of the ship, and made no
room for them in the crowded cockpit beside him. Instead he stared closely at a piece of paper heheld in
his hands. After consdering it for amoment, he held it out at arm's length in front of hisface and dropped
it. It twirled lightly through the air, a spinning child'stoy revolving beneath apair of paper wings, and
landed on the metal deck like awilted flower.

Nolo pushed into the cockpit beside him. "Hello, Grimble," he said. "Still working at flying, | see.
Guesswell see how your airship works soon enough.”

"Hmm?" Grimble looked up distractedly from histoy. "What'sthat? Airship? Oh, yes. Wereon it

He stooped and picked up his paper plaything. For amoment it looked asif he had aready forgotten
that Nolo had spoken to him. Then he looked back up. "Hello, Nolo," he said. "Who are your friends?'

Therest of the company crowded down onto the deck beside the Bryddin and were introduced to the
inventor. For amoment he seemed almost ordinary, bowing to each of them in the proper fashion, and
shaking their hands aswell. But it soon became clear he had absolutely no ideawhy they were there.
"Come for avoyage, haveyou?' he asked. His white eyebrows, as bushy as Nolo's, narrowed in
confusion. "I didn't know there was going to be avoyage.”

"Yes, you did." Gammit clambered up aong the ropes from the stern to join them. "We're on our way
to Cammeas."

"Ahh. Cammas." A look of understanding crossed Grimblesface. " Are we going to study the fungi?*
"Not thistime" said Gammit.

Grimble nodded, though Ferris saw quite plainly that the white-haired Bryddin till had no ideawhat
was going on as he sat down on the edge of the cockpit. Although the vessdl was large, there waslittle
room on the narrow deck for them all, especialy when one of them was Redburr. Much of the space
was taken up by large sacksfilled with stones and jammed in dong the sides of the platform. Below them
the indde of the ship was crammed with many large, bulging bags, the nearest visble through the grated
decking at their feet.



"What arethosefor?' asked Ferris, getting down on her kneesto poke at one with her finger. The
rough canvas felt as hard asa Dwarf's skin.

Gammit glanced cautioudy at Nolo.
"It'sokay," said Nolo. "They're not going to give away any secrets.”

Gammit gppeared unconvinced, and gave Ferrisanarrow look. "They're what keep usfrom faling,”
hesad.

"How do they do that?"

"That gas pumping into them is lighter than air,” Nolo explained despite Gammit's continued frown.
"Gammit makesit in the furnaces.”

"Lighter than air? How can anything belighter than air?"

"Why shouldn't something be lighter than air?" asked Grimble, suddenly joining the conversation. His
eyes brightened asthey focused for the first time on the children. "Air'slighter than water, isn't it? And
water's lighter than rock. It only stands to reason that something should be lighter than air.”

"Nothing hasto belighter than air—" began Ferris, but Grimble interrupted her immediately.

"Exactly." His paper toy fluttered unnoticed to the ground as he turned completely to this new interest.
"Nothing islighter than ar. Nothing islighter than anything.”

"Butar is nothing," ingsted Ferris.

"That'swhereyourewrong." Grimblewagged afinger a her. "If you blow into an empty wineskin it
fillsup, doesn't it? Wdll, if air was nothing, then the wineskin wouldn't get bigger, would it? But it does.
Thefact is, thereare dl sortsof thingsin air, even if you can't see them. Once you separate out the
different parts you can discover alot.”

"All right, dl right." Gammit raised his handsto interrupt them. "That's enough for now, Grimble. Y oull
have plenty of timeto give away your secrets on the voyage. Right now we haveto leave. Were
supposed to bein ahurry, remember?' He looked to Nolo as he added thislast remark, and Nolo
nodded in agreement.

Cupping his hands to his mouth, Gammit bent over the side toward the workshop and shouted loudly,
"All right! Shut off number two! Shut off number two, | say!"

The bagsin the hold ceased their trembling. The pipeswere pulled free of the ship with adight
popping sound and the open section of canvas closed. Grimble and Gammit climbed out on either side of
the hull, while Nolo and the others settled themsalves as comfortably asthey could on the cramped deck.
No matter how Redburr arranged himsdlf, it seemed something was dway's poking him somewhere, or
he was poking someone else.

"That's my shin you've put your pack on."
"Sorry."

"Watch your elbowd™

"I'mtrying. Therésno room!"

Gammit looked across the cockpit at Grimble. The white-haired Bryddin lay on his back on the hull,
hisfeetintheair. Y ou remember what to do?' Gammit asked.



"YS"

Gammit turned and gave alast shout back down to the workshop. "Okay, that'sit! Cast off therel!
We're set to go!"

Ferrisheld her bresth. Bryddin and humans bent to the clests on the floor below and soon the ship
was untied. Almost at once shefdt adight heaviness, and her knees flexed. Shelooked down and saw
the ropesthat held the vessal dither serpent-like away from the sides. Slowly the workshop seemed to
fal away. Or rather the ship began to rise. Above her, the stone roof descended steadily.

"Watch your heads," warned Nolo.

On the other side of the cockpit, Gammit lay down on hisback in the same manner as Grimble.
Together they caught the stone roof with their feet asthe ship drifted upward. Their legs flexed againgt the
stone, and the ship stopped rising.

"Too much gas," said Nolo.
Gammit gave him adirty look. "I told Grimble the humans wouldn't be so heavy."
Heturned back to Grimble. " Steady there. Let'swalk it out till we balance.”

They started to push the airship forward across the celling. Left foot, right foot: they marched the ship
ahead. It wasthe strangest Sght, two Bryddin strolling along with the bulk of their ship benegth their
backs and the weight of the world above their feet. Ferris smiled. Only in Bryddlough, she thought,
would anyone ever have to work hard to keep from falling up.

"That's better,” said Gammit when they had gone so far that he and Grimble were tiptoeing dong the
caling. They rested in shadow, now that the bulk of the airship was between them and the light from the
workshop window. The weight of the ship was perfectly balanced now, and the craft had ceased to rise.

"Nolo, I need you to come below and give me ahand with the engine.” As Gammit spoke he rolled
into the cockpit and disappeared through asmall opening benegath the canvas toward the stern. Nolo
followed him after amoment, wiggling past the bulging bags.

They left the airship hovering silently just below the world. Grimble remained lying on hisback asif he
were deeping. On closer ingpection, Ferris found he was actually studying the rocksin the roof above.
Redburr pulled himsdlf up off the floor and sat on the edge of the hull, where he had more room. They
rested in cool twilight, for the ship was blocking the furnace heat aswell asthelight.

"A littlelight would be nice," said the Shaper from the gloom.

It took amoment for Avender and Ferristo catch his meaning. Then they fished through their packs
for thelampsthat Uhle had given them. Thelight from the two small gemswasjust strong enough to lend
aglow to their faces and deepen the shadows on the celling above. Grimble gave his head ashake asthe
light washed across him, asif he had needed areminder of where hewas. A moment later he had
rgjoined them in the cockpit. From one of the many pocketsin his smock he pulled athin spyglass, and
snapped it open. Putting it to his eye, he surveyed the darkness around the ship.

A seriesof loud clanksrang out from below, followed by alow hum. Benegth them the airship started
to shake gently.

"I think we've begun to move," said Redburr.

The children looked up. The celling did dowly past their heads, though they felt no motion at all. It
rose away from them aswell, soon to vanish beyond the meager glow of the lamplight. Ferristhrilled at



the notion they were flying through the air like abutterfly or abird. A soft breeze sprang up against her
face asthey glided forward, growing in strength astheir pace quickened.

Avender held on carefully to the side of the cockpit and looked over the curving side. "What's making
usmove?' he asked.

Redburr looked to see if Grimble was going to answer the question, but the white-haired Bryddin was
dtill patrolling the empty sky with histelescope.

"It'sthe propeller,” said the Shaper, when he saw that any explanation would be left up to him.
"What'sapropdler?’

Redburr poked athumb back toward the stern. " That large whedd Gammit was working on when we
arrived. It'slikeagiant screw. When it turnsit pushesthe ship through the air.”

The workshop regppeared behind them as the Shaper spoke, its large window a bright, golden brick
in the darkness. Already they were farther away than Ferris would have thought. The short figures of
Bryddin and the taller ones of humans stood waving at them from the edge. The window dwindled from a
golden stone to aglimmering eye, and the waving people to small speckswithin. Before it winked out
atogether, anew and much brighter set of lights emerged behind it. The airship had descended far
enough to clear the ledge of rock that hung between | ssinlough and Grimble's workshop, and now the
suspended city appeared sparkling in the darkness beyond. It looked like nothing so much as one of the
massve chanddiers from the Great Hall at the Manor in Valing, though of far finer fashioning. Its dender
towers and slvery pathways glistened againgt the empty night.

"Why'sit shimmering?' asked Ferris.

"| think that's one of the Veils between us and Issinlough,” said Redburr. "The Kurren, maybe. Let's
hope Gammit can fly thisthing well enough that we don't go ramming into it. Or any of the other Vels."

Around them the darkness thickened. Ferriss eyes glittered as the ship circled the shining city and its
curtain of flickering fals. Like agreat fish in the depths of an empty ocean, the airship burrowed onward
through the Abyss, north toward Cammes.

When the city had shrunk to the Size of asingle bright star hanging low in the sky astern, Nolo poked
his head up from below and called for Avender and Ferris to come down for atour of the ship. Redburr
was too large to squeeze a ong with them through the narrow passageways in the hold, so he took the
opportunity to stretch out on the deck in solitary comfort instead. Grimble, with his spyglass till glued to
his eye, hardly counted as company.

Though they were thinner than the Dwarf, the two children had ahard time following him through the
narrow tunnd to the airship's stern. He wormed hisway down, dithering between gasbags and meta
girders, while the children behind him felt so tightly packed they could bardly breathe. The humming grew
louder asthey descended, and the gasbags throbbed more and more, until at last they tumbled out of the
snug passage into asmall cabin at the very stern. There they found Gammit hard at work pumping alarge
two-handled crank. Behind him the gears and flywhedls of acomplicated engine rattled and whirred.

"Beautiful, isn't it," said Nolo admiringly. He stood on the metal deck with hislegs spread sturdily and
his hands on his hips as he studied the mechanism before him. Gammit huffed and puffed as he worked
the heavy crank, his mustache fluttering with every breath. But he was a Bryddin, and would be ableto
turn that crank along time before he grew tired.

"It'1l be your turn again soon," said Gammit to Nolo. Gammit's beard flew up and down asit caught the
handlein front of him with every stroke. "I'll have to look to the ship soon. But only one of us needsto



work the engine now we've got our speed up.”
"Maybe we can help," offered Avender.
Gammit looked to Nolo, who shrugged and grinned. "All right, then," said Gammit. "Have atry."

He stepped back from the crank, which pumped on without him, the flywhed s till turning. Avender,
sure of hisown strength, stepped forward. Ferrisdidn't like Nolo's grin. Obviously he expected Avender
not to be able to master the mechanism at dl.

The boy spat on his hands and rubbed them together before reaching for the nearest end of the crank.
Catching hisfingers on the upswing, the bar pulled him swiftly forward. Up and down it swung, hisarms
jerking uselessy behind. Avender could barely keep up, let done add any push of hisown. He might as
well have had the largest pike in Vding running out hislinein the degpest part of the lake, for dl hewas
ableto control the crank in any way. He let go of the bar and pulled back hisarms, an embarrassed |ook
reddening hisface.

"Don't worry, lad." Still grinning, Nolo gave him afriendly pat on the shoulder. "Therésnot amanin
Valing could work that lever for more than aminute or so. It's built for Bryddin strength.”

"Y ou might have warned him," said Ferris crosdy. She checked to seeif Avender had hurt his hands
or arms, but the only thing injured was Avender's pride.

Gammit resumed his post at the engine, alarge grin cracking his granite beard. "That'sal right," he
said. "At least you took atry. But if you want to lend a hand, go on forward and turn on the bow lamp.
I'm sure Grimble'sforgottento do it.”

Nolo led Ferrisand Avender off aong another tight passage through the middle of thevessdl. Ina
second small chamber in the bow they discovered alarge cabinet with ahandle on the side. The handle
clicked once when Nolo pulled it, but nothing e se happened. The Dwarf, however, seemed confident he
had accomplished something, and led them back to the top of the ship. There they found a broad beam
of light shining from the bow, its hollow glow swalowed by the darkness. Grimble was staring transfixed
into its pae gleam, but the fan of cold light revedled nothing. Not even amigtrin flew out of that long night
under stone.

"Y ou two keep alookout up here,” said Nolo. "We don't want to go crashing into some ankh in the
darkness. Cdl usdown beow if you see anything. When you get tired, wake up Redburr and make him
relieveyou.”

"What about Grimble?" asked Ferris. The white-haired Bryddin hadn't moved since they had come
back on deck, and was dtill taring into the empty beam of light.

Nolo shrugged. "Even if he saw we were abouit to crash, hed probably be more interested in watching
than stopping it."

Sowly the hours passed. Issnlough's Single star faded behind them. Theinitia excitement of flying
dampened as the children redlized the trip would be made in darkness. In every direction the void was
the same: thick as ablanket and twice as stifling. There was no way to tell how fast they were going or
where they were. Somewhere overhead the world hung in heavy ridges of stone, but whether it was six
fathoms above or six hundred was impaossible to know.

Bdow lay nothing a dl.

Deep he deeps
With breath unbidden.



Latein her watch, Ferris remembered the words of Dwvon's song. She leaned out over the side, but
the curve of the airship prevented her from being able to see straight down. Not that she supposed
straight down would look any different from forward or backward, or left or right. How deep did the
Abyss go? Was there really no bottom?

"Do you think he's till down there?" she asked, nudging Avender with her elbow.

"Who?" A look of understanding crossed Avender's face as he followed her glance. "The Bryddin
think 0.

"Do you think he knowswe're here?"

"He's supposed to be deeping.”

" wonder." Ferrisleaned out again, but the view below hadn't changed. "Do you think we could fly
deep enough to find him?”

Avender shrugged. "Even if we could, we don't have timeto find out now."

With atwinge of guilt, Ferristurned away from the dark deep. It had been too long since she had
thought about Reiffen. Locked away in the dungeons of Ussene, any darkness he faced was sureto be
much more horrible than this. The Abyss was mysterious but empty; the fortress of the Three was most
likely filled with horrors. She shivered and pulled her cloak closer about her shoulders, but she was
fedling more than cold.

The sound of scraping made Ferris turn back to the side of the ship. Gammit scrambled up into view,
clambering around the vessd's skin like asquirrel on the trunk of atree as he inspected the ropes and
canvas. Redburr gtirred in his deep and rubbed hisnose. To take her mind off Reiffen, Ferris asked
Gammit what the ship was cdled.

"Cdled?' herepeated testily. "It'san airship. Y ou'd think you'd be able to see that yoursdf, evenif you
areahuman.”

"l can seeit'san arship,” said Ferris reasonably. She had grown used to Gammit'sirritability. "But it
ought to have aname. Y ou and Grimble have names. Why shouldn't your ship?’

TheBryddin glared at her, his beard blowing back over his shoulder in the wind. Having no answer for
her question, and to show he had no more time for such human nonsense anyway, he dropped back
down out of Sight over theside.

"| ill think it should have aname," grumbled Ferris.

"Then giveit one.” Redburr, who wasn't deegping as soundly as she thought, opened one of hissmall
eyes.

"All right." Ferristhought for amoment. "How about Nightship?" she suggested.
The Shaper shook his head. "Too gloomy."

"What about Floater?" said Avender, who was till keeping alookout ahead.
"That'sjust boring," scoffed Ferris.

"If it was up to me," offered Redburr, "I'd cdll it the Airfish. It lookslike afish, after dl, but theré's not
much edinginit."

They were till trying to come up with a name when Nolo reoined them. Except for an occasiond



deep bregth, he showed little sign of having worked the engine with Gammit for hours and hours. Under
hisarm he carried alarge bundle. Redburr's nose twitched and his other eye opened as soon ashe
caught sight of what the Dwarf was holding. A moment later the Shaper was up off the deck and
[umbering forward.

"Hold fast there, friend,” said the Dwarf. "Y ou'll get your share, same astherest.”

He unfolded the bundle and spread the contents out on the deck. Mother Norra had sent them boiled
eggos (clearly marked "chicken'), cold ham, and large dices of broiled mushroom that tasted amost like
roast beef. To drink she had packed both de and a sweet mushroom cider. They leaned against the Side
of the canvas hull asthey ate, munching hungrily asthey watched for any sign of danger in the darkness
around them.

"Now if wejust had somewood for afire" said Redburr contentedly, his mouth full of ham. "Then this
voyage might dmost become enjoyable.”

"Nofires" said Nolo emphatically.
"A firewould be nice," said Ferris, rubbing her shoulders. "It's cold down here.”

"Nofires," repeated Nolo. "Not on this ship. We'd go up in smoke at the first spark. The gasinthe
bags doesn't mix with fireat dl.”

"Then you should've had Mother Norra pack more beer." Redburr drained the last drop from his
bottle, and brought it up to his eye to make sure he had missed nothing. "Then at least our bellies might
day warm."

"Thereisn't enough beer in dl Issinlough to keep your belly warm.”
"True"

They argued some more about what to name the airship and, after agreat deal of discusson, finaly
decided on Nightfish. Ferristhought the namefit perfectly: sheimagined the ship asagreat pike diding
dowly through the darkness, its bright nose cleaving the way. But then she was the one who came up
with the name.

Redburr took over the watch after the meal. The children tried to rest, but, unlike the Shaper, they
found it difficult to deep with the deck thrumming steadily againgt their cheeks and bags of rocks poking
them in the back. They dozed fitfully, their shalow dreamsfilled with long fals and hissng manders.
Finaly they gave up the attempt completely and went back to watching the emptiness surrounding them.
At leadt if they were awake they would be ableto tdll if any of their bad dreams actually cametrue.

Ferris knew they were getting close to their destination when the breeze began to soften against her
cheeks; the airship was dowing down. A few more minutes passed; then Nolo came up from below with
alamp glowing at the end of along pole. He raised the light into the darkness above their heads, looking
for the bottom of theworld. But al he found was the same smothering night that had covered them for
mogt of their journey.

Ferrispulled a hisdeeve. "What are we looking for?' she asked.
"Bryddlough,” replied the Dwarf.
"Arewelost?" asked Avender.

"No. We know about where we are. It'sjust a matter of finding the roof again to get our bearings.”



The ship throbbed steadily below their feet. A few light drops of rain fell againgt their cheeks. Nolo
looked upward in surprise. Redburr twitched in his deep and brushed at his nose.

"Did | just fedd—," began Ferris.

Nolo cut her off with ashout. "Get below!" Thrusting the lamp back into the ship, he pulled Grimble
down into the cockpit beside him. Then he grabbed the children, who were not moving fast enough to
suit him, and pushed them roughly ahead into the narrow passage astern. The stiff canvas scraped against
their faces and the backs of their hands.

"Redburr!"

Nolo held the children down with one hand as he looked back over his shoulder for the Shaper.
"Get—!" But the Dwarf's voice was drowned out by a sudden hollow drumming, asif an enormous
thunderstorm were bursting over atent. The airship lurched suddenly down and to the | eft. Half-awake,
Redburr stumbled to hisfeet, then rolled over the side of the cockpit and disappeared into the dark.

Ferris screamed.

There was no chance to save him. Shetried to rush back outside, but Nolo's grip was hard as stone.
He held her tight against the canvas, and Avender aswell, not wanting to lose them also. Ferris sobbed
asthe Nightfish continued to tip dowly forward. Redburr was gone! The drumming grew louder, louder
even than the sound of the gorge below the Tear. Then awave of icy water washed over them, seeming
to have sprung from nowhere, and the Nightfish rolled forward on its nose. The ship began to fall.

Wind and water raced around them. Ferris choked and spluttered asthe cold river tried to drag her
back outsde. Her ssomach lurched as the sensation of falling grew. Desperately she clung to the rough
canvas to keep some sense of direction. Both she and Avender would have followed Redburr overboard
had Nolo not kept tight hold of them. Asit was, she thought she was going to drown anyway. The great
wave seemed to never end, and was bitter cold. She felt the ache of it in her bones.

And then it was over, or a least the drowning cold. But the awful feding of not having any weight
remained. Ferris coughed the last of the water out of her mouth and clung to the side of the taut balloon.
Thewind roared pagt, asif they were flying through a blasting gale.

"Nolo!" she shouted, as soon as she could speak.
"I'm here, lass." His heavy voice sounded close beside her ear. "I've il got you.”

Shefdt hisbreath upon her shivering cheek and gave asob of rdlief. His stony arms still held her tightly
againg the ship. Avender was il beside her, too. She clung to both of them in the darkness, not wanting
to let them go. Avender hugged her back just as hard. Hot tears warmed her cheeks and nose as she
remembered the sight of Redburr toppling over the side.

"Remakable"

Grimble's calm voice sounded oddly normal in the darkness beside them; instead of making her fed
better, his composure made Ferriswant to scream. Was Grimble completely mad? Didn't he understand
what had happened?

Nolo's steadiness was much more reassuring. "Don't worry, lass," he said. "Well be dl right. | think
that was the Cammeas."

"T-the C-Cammas?' Her fear ebbed under Nolo's reassurance, until her teeth chattered from cold as
much asfear. Her clothes were heavy and wet. Avender hiccoughed in the dark.



"Theriver Cammas,” Nolo assured her. "It drainsthe lake besde the city.”

"Weflew into ar-river?'

"Morelikeawaterfal," sad the Dwarf. "A big one. Like one of the Vells, only larger.”
"And we'reout of it now?"

"No." Nolo's voice sounded thoughtful. Ferris got ready to be completely scared once more. 1 think
weredill inthemiddle of it. Do you fed strangely light?'Y ou do? Well, that meanswere still faling. It's
the same sensation | had thet time | was carried over thefalsin Vaing.”

"A very interesting sensation,” added Grimble as he crawled up beside them in the dark.
"But what about Redburr?' asked Avender.
"Yes," echoed Ferris, with even more despair. "What about Redburr?!

"I wouldn't worry about him," said Nolo. "He can dwaysturn into abird, no matter how far hefalls.
It's not like theré's abottom to worry about smashing into. HEll turn up.”

"Then what about us?' Ferris clung tightly to the cold canvas. "We can't turn into birds. What're we
going to do?'

"Gammit'll know. It'snot asif this sort of thing hasn't happened before. But we ought to go up to the
cranklough. That'swhere Gammit'll be. We gill have the ship, evenif it's hdf-full of water. | don't think
any of the balloons have burst. We went down too dowly for that.”

Hetouded Avender'swet hair and gave Ferris another hug. For once the Dwarf's rough hands felt
warmer than Ferriss own skin. Being reminded that along fall was not such a disaster for someone who
could turn into a bird had boosted her spirits considerably.

Nolo led them up through the balloons to the stern. The bags changed quickly from wet to dry asthe
children dithered between them. The warm glow from the lamp in the cranklough emerged like a beacon
abovetheir heads. They hurried the last few feet and clambered up into the chamber; the crank hung
motionless from the roof. Grimble followed, his hair and beard plastered wetly across his chest and
shoulders like thewool on a bedraggled sheep. Everyone clung to some solid part of the ship around
them; otherwise their dightest move would send them floating off into the middle of the room.

" told you the humans wouldn't weigh so much!™ accused Gammit as soon as he saw Grimble. "Weve
been traveling far too fast! And look what happened—we ended up blundering right into the Cammas!
One of these dayswell find ourselvesin afix we can't get out of. If you'd listen to someone just once—"

Grimble blinked blankly at his partner, having long since forgotten the issue of how much the humans
weighed. He was much more interested in the loose wrenches and other tools floating weightlesdy in the
ar besdehim.

Gammit scowled and turned to Nolo. "Do you seewhat | have to work with?" he demanded. He

seemed far less concerned with their predicament than with the fact that Grimble wasn't listening to him.
"It'sworse than teaching humans.”

"l don't think any lasting damage has been done,” answered Nolo. "If we can drain the water from the
ship we should be able to float back up to Bryddiough.”

"I'm not worried about getting back.” Gammit glowered again a Grimble, who was completely
absorbed with watching one of the wrenches float across the room after he had given it agentle push.



"Thisisn't haf so bad asthe timewe blew up. But | am starting to get fed up. A nice, quiet firestone mine
isgtarting to look mighty attractive." He grabbed Grimbl€'s floating wrench from the air, which caused the
white-haired Bryddin to blink owlishly and ook about for something elseto do.

"Y ou can look into that after we get flying again,” said Nolo. "In the meantime, let's figure out how to
get rid of thiswater."

"Oh, that's easy." Gammit waved the problem aside. "The river'll thin to mist pretty soon. Then al we
have to do islighten the ship and welll float right back up again. Once we get alittle weight back, the
water'll empty right out any hole we cut in the bottom."

The Bryddin went back to work with awill, even Grimble. He and Nolo set to lightening the vessdl by
tossing overboard some of the stone bags from the cockpit, while Gammit went outside to cut aholein
the bow to let the water drain out. Ferris and Avender weretold to stay put in the cranklough and keep
out of trouble.

"But what about Redburr?' asked Ferris.
"What about him?' replied Nolo.
" Shouldn't someone go outside and watch for him?"

"Hell find usalot easer than well ever find him. Y ou just stay here where | know you'll be safein
case anything €lse happens. Y ou cant fal overboard from theinside.”

To tell thetruth, Ferris was perfectly happy where she was. The Bryddin might be certain about getting
back to Bryddlough, but she would fed safer on the inside of the ship until they did. Gradualy she and
Avender fdt their weight return. The floating tools sank softly to the deck; the dark surface of the water
began to recede. Loose junk floated in and out of sSight asthe water swirled away. Gammit came back to
the cranklough and followed the cold water downward to check the status of the ship. More and more
struts and balloons emerged dripping from the damp: the vessdl straightened. The water emptied from the
bow, until at last they were risng once more. Other than a couple of spots where the canvas had been
torn from the framing, the Nightfish wasin good shape. As Nolo had thought, none of the balloons or
struts had been harmed at all.

When Ferrisand Avender werefindly alowed back on deck, they found Nolo and Grimble peering
upward. Therewas still no sign of the Shaper. A light mist fell gently around them: the waterfall had
thinned considerably from the thick torrent into which they had blundered. Nolo retrieved the lamp he
had stashed beneath the hull and mounted it at the front of the cockpit. A good many of the stone bags
were gone, which made the space far roomier than it had been before.

"What about Redburr?' asked Ferris. "Have you found him?'
Nolo shook his head. "Not asign. But don't worry. Hell turn up soon enough.”

They werealot longer floating up than they had been tumbling down. Gammit made Grimble work the
crank with him while Nolo directed their ascent from above. Thefirg thing he did was take the ship out
of the mist and order the children in among the gasbags to relay hisingructionsto the stern. In greet
circlesthe Nightfish climbed upward around the thickening column of water. Now and again they caught
sght of the stream in the light of the bow lamp. So dear and finewastheflow, nearly invisblein the
darkness, that it was no wonder they had missed it before.

Finaly the ship'slight caught the rock of the world above. Nolo called down for Gammit and Grimble
to stop cranking and level off their flight. Soon they were cruising dowly aong the bottom of the world.
Not far away the Cammas gushed mightily from the rock like rain from the bottom of awaterspout.



Carefully Nolo marked their position from thefals, then shouted directions to those below until the vessdl
was findly stopped a stone's throw from the edge of theriver.

They floated the last few fathoms upward to the rock. Shadows skittered across the bottom of the
world asthey rose. One of the darker spots separated from the others: the Nightfish approached alow
ledge that hung like a balcony from araised portion of the rock. Gammit and Nolo caught the roof with
their hands, their fingers digging into the hard stone. Grimble, as usud, had found something in the rock to
digtract him, and had completely forgotten he was supposed to help out. The airship swayed dightly, then
ettled to astop. Thetwo Bryddin stood with their legs and arms flexed on the top of the hull, keeping
the craft from rising al the way up against the rock.

"All right, Nolo," grumbled Gammit. "I don't want to stand here dl day. Get your gear together and
moveon.”

"Thanksfor thelift."
"Very funny,” replied Gammit with ascowl.

"What about Redburr?' asked Ferris as she and Avender shouldered their packs. "We can't just leave
him behind."

"He knowswherewere going,” said Nolo. "But you're right. He should have been here by now. |
thought the ship'slight would be easy for him to find."

"W, I'm not going looking for him, if that'swhat you want,”" said Gammit.

Nolo tugged thoughtfully a hisbeard. "Y ou go on," he said. "Weéll wait up here on theledge. He
should be able to see our lamps.” But Ferrisdidn't think Nolo was as confident as he tried to sound, and
was worried that something might have happened to cause the Shaper to get lost in the darkness. She
began to worry hersdlf. What if Redburr had hit his head on something as he fell and never seen thelight
from the ship?

She peered down into the deep black night as Nolo helped her scramble up onto the dark ledge, but
there was no sign of anything but the Nightfish in the darkness. Avender followed, catching Nolo's pack
asthe Dwarf tossed it up after them. Worried though she was about Redburr, Ferris till let out along
sgh as shefelt rough rock beneath her feet once more. Flying was not something she was eager to try
agan, evenif it had comeout dl right in the end.

Nolo climbed up beside them. They called down their thanks to Gammit and Grimble. Grimble wasn't
paying atention, and Gammit only snorted in return. Then he called out to the inventor to take his place
fending the ship off the stone, and crawled back down to the cranklough.

"Make sure you comevisit usin Vaing sometime,” called Ferris. "Maybe we can build abaloon up
there”

But Grimble had aready focused on something in the stone and ignored her invitation.

The ship had started to thrum once more and was just beginning to move away from the ledgewhen a
large black shadow flew out of the darknessto cling to the ceiling of the cave. Avender and Ferris both
darted in surprise, but Nolo only sighed with relief.

"What took you so long?" he asked the large, fat bat that hung from the roof in front of him. "The
children were getting worried.”

"l was egting,” squeaked the bat. His pink tongue flicked out across hisugly nose. "The moths are fat
and juicy down here, and they like that light in front of the ship. | got hungry waiting for you, so | thought



I'd have alittle snack.”
"Y ou might a least havetold usyou were dl right,” said Ferris.

"I'm here, aren't 1?1 I'd wanted, | could have flown all the way to Cammas and had mysdlf a proper
medl. Consider yoursaves lucky | stayed.”

Redburr made a very large bat, and seemed even less capable of flight than he did asabird. But his
wings were wide and even the soft glow of the children'slamps showed ghostly through the thin skin as

the Shaper flapped them.
"Pretty good, eh?' he said. "I've never been abat before. It's not bad.”

"l seeyou lost your pack,” said Nolo.
"l did. Lucky there wasn't any food iniit."
"Being abat's perfect for the Stoneways," said Avender.

"Itis, isn't it?" agreed the Shaper. "Next time, I'm traveling asabat dl the way. No more baloonsfor
r],E.ll
He settled himsalf upside down on Nolo's pack and, with adight belch or two, fell adeep. Ferris
wanted to smack him. After al the worry he had given her, the least he could do was say he was sorry.

She consoled herself by thinking of al the things she would say to him when he woke and followed Nolo
up the tunnd toward Cammas. Somewhere, leagues ahead in the sony darkness, Reiffen was waiting.

15
The Northway

Why aren't there any lamps?' began Ferris as soon as they had left the Abyss behind. They wereinwild
cave now, thefirst the children had ever seen.

"How'sthat, lass?' Nolo climbed over alip of stone, the Shaper swaying from the back of his
knapsack like afat pendulum.

"Lamps." Ferris sopped taking for amoment and clambered up after the Dwarf. Avender followed,
the darkness swallowing the tunnel behind them asthey passed on. "There werelamps dl along the Sun
Road. Why aren't there any here?"

"Bryddin carry their own lamps." Nolo tapped his forehead, where he had fastened hislight to the front
of hisiron headband. "Makesthingsalot easer. And it would take more lamps than we could ever make
to light al the roadsin Bryddlough. Lamps are for the Bryddenaia—the Dwarf Roads—not wild cave."

Redburr opened an eye. "Beacons,” he squesked. "That's what you need. Ferrisisright, only not
about the Stoneways. Next time you see Grimble, you tell him to take some of those fancy lamps of
yours and mark out the bad spots on the bottom of the world. Then maybe flying around in the dark will
make some sense.”

"| dready suggested it,” said Nolo. The Shaper's small bat head bounced as the Dwarf hitched his
pack higher on his shoulders. "Now, unless you want to be useful and scout the tunnels aheed, 1'd suggest



you go back to deep.”
"That'sright," said Ferris. "Weremad at you."
"A doth couldn't degp hanging from your back," said Redburr.
"I'm sure that won't stop you," Nolo replied.
"What'sadoth?" asked Avender.

"Don't encourage him,” said Ferris. "He shouldn't be alowed to talk until he says he's sorry for making
usworry."

"Hmph." With a shrug to show he didn't care whether he was alowed to talk or not, Redburr wrapped
hiswings around his shoulders and closed his eyes once more.

Histhree companionsignored him in turn and continued on through the tunnd. The pae light from
Nolo'slamp played across the cavern around them, casting restless shadows on the stone. Even in the
short time the children had spent in the Stoneways, they could see that what Nolo caled wild cave was
asdifferent from the cleanly chisdled stone of Issinlough as the depths of the forest were from the palaces
of Mamoret. Water had flowed through these pipes and chimneys once, but the Bryddin had moved the
stream to make its course their own road. It led them wiggling through narrow tubes that looped and
curled like balls of snakes, or out into large rooms where the origina stream had probably once clattered
along the stony floor. In some places, the company had to scramble on all fours to duck below the low
roof; in others, the way was s0 steep they might amost have been scaling arock facein the Bavadars.

It wasn't along march. For an hour they climbed up the dry streambed before coming to an obvioudy
carved tunndl. "Not far, now," said Nolo. He quickened his pace, Redburr bumping along on his back.
Ferrisand Avender hurried after him down the low passage. Ahead of them the road cut straight through
the rock, afaint glow showing & the end.

Sooner than they expected, the tunnel ended. They entered an immense, dimly lit cavern, far larger
than anything ether child had ever seen underground, except, of course, the Abyss. Even Vonn Kurr was
tiny in comparison. Below their feet the ground tumbled away like the sde of ahigh hill, above their
heads the roof disappeared into abroad vault of stone, and on either side the cave opened into awide
vdley filled mostly with the dark waters of aquiet lake.

But they weren't looking at the lake. Above them, the far-off ceiling glowed. Its light wasn't like that
from Bryddin lamps, which was aways sharp and distinct, like stars dropped out of the Sky. Nor wasiit
like the sun, strong and bright. The radiance from the roof in Cammas|lay like adim cloud between the
ceiling and the darkness below, asif the air itsdf was shining. Here and there long arms of luminogity
gretched down the walls on either Sde, like meadows climbing the gentler dopes of mountains. Only, as
was the case with so much in Bryddlough, the meadows and the mountains were upside down.

Even Redburr, who had never been to Cammas on any of his previoustrips to the Stoneways, was
amazed. "What isit?" he squeaked, before Ferris could ask the same question. "It doesn't ook like
Bryddin work."

"It'snat,” said Nolo. "It's Cammeas. There's afungus growing up there on the roof. Dimniss, wecal it."

"A fungus?' Redburr craned his neck upward. "Why don't you have the stuff growing everywhere? It'd
bealot easier than lamps.”

"Becauseit won't grow everywhere, that'swhy," said the Dwarf. "Not even in the loughsright here. As
soon aswe cut it, it dies.”



Ferris strained to see some part of the fungus other than the light, but it was all too far away. A pang of
homesi ckness caught her throat. The scene before her was not that different from the view of thelakein
Valing, when seen from the hills behind Eastbay on a cloudy dawn. But the longer she looked, the more
she noticed the differences. The lake was too dark, and the cottages clustered at the water's edge were
stone, not wood. No treesfilled the ridges on the shore; no waves washed the stony beach. No birds
sang and there wasn't a breath of wind.

They followed the road down the hillsde to the village. Mushrooms rose above their heads, thriving in
the humid air. Some were capped like toadstoolsin aforest; others stood tall and dightly curved, likethin
hair on agiant's head. Cammeasitsdf was ahomey village after the somber beauty of Issinlough. Men and
women hurried aong the single street with baskets of fish, and strung their netsto dry on long polesalong
the shore. Boats plied the still water. From the bottom of the village astone dock ran out into the dark
lake, asmall round tower at itsend.

Ferris and Avender thought there was something curious about the boats, but it wasn't until they saw
one up close that they redlized what it was that bothered them. The craft were dl flat-bottomed skiffs, but
they were made of metd, not wood. A large fish dropped in the bottom of one made a hollow clang, asif
Hern were in the Manor garden banging cooking potsto scare away the crows. All the same, theiron
boats skimmed lightly acrossthe lake, asif they were made of reeds.

They saw no Bryddin. "Not with humans to do the work," said Nolo as he returned the respectful
bows of everyone they passed. "There isn't much to interest Bryddin in Cammas. But they need the extra
food in Issnlough, so most folks put in aspell of fishing hereto lay in astore for thetimethey spend in
thecity.”

Much to Redburr's dismay, there was no inn. But having aBryddin as part of their company entitled
the travel ers to the best hospitdity the town could muster. They were honored guests at a hastily
arranged banquet, where the severa courses conssted of mushroomswith fish, or fish with mushrooms.
Everyone was interested in why Nolo was headed north, away from the more important parts of
Bryddlough, especidly with two children and atalking bat in tow. Redburr assured them hewasredly a
talking bear, just to make them wonder al the more, and explained that Ferrisand Avender were a
prince and princess from Firron sent by their parentsto learn as much as they might about the
Stoneways, even its farthest reaches, in preparation for their future reign.

"You didn't haveto tell them Avender and | are betrothed,” complained Ferris as shelaid out her
blanket by the fire in the empty house they had been given to spend the night.

"What else could | say?' Redburr chuckled, avery odd sound in abat. "Y ou don't look anything dike.
| couldn't say you're brother and sister.”

"Y ou could've said we were cousins,”" said Avender.
The Shaper wriggled hisugly nose. "Never occurred to me.”

They bedded down around the hearth, except Redburr, who hung by hisfeet from the chimney. The
firestone burned red and black, driving the damp chill from the room. Nolo told them it might be their last
firefor awhile. "Theres no wood in Bryddliough. And firestone doesn't just lie around on the ground
waiting to be picked up."

Boneweary, they snuggled into their blankets on the hard stone floor. Even Nolo, after dl the cranking
he had donein the airship, fell adeep a once. The children dreamed of mountain meadows and the small,
bright flowers of spring, despite the deep snores of the weary Dwarf and the soft peeping of the deeping
bat.



They woketo abreskfast of cold fish and more mushrooms. Ferris was beginning to wonder if she
would ill like mushrooms by the time their trip through the Stoneways was done.

The longest stage of the journey lay ahead, and Redburr and Nolo were anxious to be off. Nolo led
them up the steep side of the cavern to atunne on the north side of the rocky shore, where the road
plunged back into darkness halfway up the wall. The soft radiance of Cammas dimmed behind them.

They returned to wild cave, where not even Nolo had been before. Mostly they traveled beside
streams and through occasiona soaring cavernswhose cellings were lost in the darkness above. Judging
from theroad, it seemed to the children that most of the underearth was hollow, a great mass of caverns
laced together by underground waterways, but Nolo assured them the world was solid enough. "The
Inach holds everything together,” he said. "And it's easier to follow road that's dready there than carve
new ones. Even for Bryddin."

They passed dl sorts of wonders. There were caverns where the rock roped the wallsin frozen robes
of flowing color; caverns covered in fine white crystals that ooked like snow and melted at their touch
and cavernsthick as any pinewood with branching limbs of stone. Alwaystheir road led upward, avay
from the Abyss. From time to time they found themselves climbing steep stairs cut from the rock; but
rarely did the stairs go down. And so they traveled on into the heart of the world, seeing many marvelsin
the darkness, though undoubtedly missing many othersin the deeper gloomsthat lay beyond the glow of
Nolo'slamp.

Their first campsite was alow cavern scattered about with stone columns beside arushing stream.
With no day or night to tell them how long they had been walking, they had to rely on Nolo's judgment
about when it wastimeto rest. Wearily they settled on the hard stone, the stream so clear it could only
be seen where the current rippled along the pebbled bed, and so cold that drinking from it gave them
headaches.

AsNolo had warned, there was no fud for afire, which forced them to eat their traveling porridge
cold. "I can't say it'stasty,” Mother Norrahad told them when she packed their bagsin Issinlough, and
she had beenright. "Buit it'sfilling, and light to carry." Cooked, it would at least have been warm. Cold, it
had little to offer. Still, it was better than dried fish. No one, not even Redburr, wanted to soak the paleys
they had brought with them from Cammasin that icy water, and eat them uncooked the next morning.

"A little milk to drench the fish would be nice," said the Shaper from his perch on anearby ledge of
rock.

"Be happy we have plenty of water,” Nolo replied. He picked a pebble up off the ground and cupped
itin hishand. "I'm sure well have worse campsites than this. Cold and thirsty isworse than just plain
cold."

"Do you think welll seeamander?' asked Ferris, hugging her kneesto try and get warm again despite
the cold lump filling her ssomach.

"How'sthat, lass?' The Dwarf frowned. "A mander? Whered you hear about manders?' He gave the
Shaper asharp look. "1 don't suppose whoever told you happened to mention that manders are about as
rare as black gems. Y ou won't find them wandering around cold cave much. Manderslikefire."

"Have you ever seen one?’ asked Avender.

"I have

"Didyoufight it?'

Nolo tossed his pebble into the stream. There was a soft plop that echoed quickly through the cavern



before the sound was carried away by the hurrying water. "There's dways fighting with manders” he
said. "They're not like other creatures. But no one's seen amander for along time. We used to find them
whenever we found nirrin, one mander to every fire. They aways attacked us, even when we |eft them
and their firesadone. But we've found no new firesfor some time, and no new manders, either.”

Ferris rubbed her fingers along the worn ridges of the rock. "Is there anything el se besides mandersto
worry about in Bryddlough?"

Nolo pulled at hisbeard. "There are some big fish in Cammas," he admitted. "Not so big as your
leviathan, | suppose, but pretty big dl the same. They live on the bottom of the lake and eat whatever
comestheir way."

"I'm not worried about fish," said Ferris. "Therere pikein Vaing eight or ninefeet long. Werenot in
Cammas anymore, anyway."

"Ahhh, pike," squeaked Redburr, no doubt dreaming of broiled fish, with lemon and butter on the side.
Then he caught sight of his half-eaten bowl of gruel again, and frowned.

"Well, there are rock edls,” said Nolo. "They're more dangerous than fish. They're like big snakes, only
much thicker. They liketo hide in deep crevicesin therock, their tails anchored onto some outcrop of
stone behind them. But you don't see rock eds very often.”

"What about spiders?’ Ferris remembered al the nightmares she had ever heard about nasty things
that filled the Under Ground. "Isit true there are giant spidersin the Stoneways?"

"That'sjust a story humanstell to scare one another,” scoffed the Dwarf. "I've never seen aspider
bigger than | am. | wouldn't worry about them. Mostly they just catch bats. Bats who tell too many
dories”

"Thanks," piped the Shaper in hislittle bat voice. "I'll remember that the next time you ask meto do
some scouting.”

Thejourney fell quickly into aregular pattern. They would travel for what felt like hoursthrough the
cave, rest for awhile, then get up and push on. Every third stop they dept, while Redburr or Nolo stood
guard. With nothing to eat but cold mushroom porridge, everyone's thoughts soon turned to food. For a
while they contented themselves with describing the extravagant feasts they would have as soon asthey
returned to civilization, but they gave that up after the constant reminder of what they couldn't have
quickly became too depressing. They did find fresh mushrooms occasionally in some of the wetter
caverns, or fish and crabsin the pools; but no one ever tried to catch anything, because only Redburr
would have eaten it raw. And Redburr, as a bat, was too smdl to catch anything but bugs himself. He
was dwaysflitting off after somejuicy morsdl or other, especidly in thelarger caves, where they could
hear his high-pitched squeaking echo through the darkness.

"Berries," he said onetime after he had returned from one of his short hunts. "Fresh berries. Beetles
just don't do thetrick. Next time I'm in VVaing I'm going to the best blueberry patch | know and est for a
week." He scratched his ssomach sadly, hiswing folded across his shrinking belly. "1 think I'm losing
weight, and that's just not right.”

"Reiffen's probably losing weight, too,” Avender reminded him. Ferris bit her lip, and even the Shaper
stopped complaining, at least for alittlewhile.

They rested; they hurried on through the rock. After awhile, the wonders of the Stoneways all began to
look the same. For al they knew Nolo was completely lost and leading them round and round in rocky



circles. Not even Redburr had any idea how far they had traveled, or how long. Nolo told them that only
asingle week had passed at the top of the world, but even that knowledge was no useto his
companions. A week might just aswell have been amonth for al they felt the passage of time around
them. There were never any mornings, and never any change.

But Nolo knew where he was going. Bryddin don't get lost underground, even in the dark. Their
passage through wild cave findly cameto an end and they found themsalves a the entrance to along,
dark tunnel. Ferristhought it looked like it would never have an end. The celling was low, and Avender
had to stoop often to keep from bumping his head.

"Everyoneswater bottle full?* asked Nolo, though he had made sure of that at the last stream.
Avender and Ferris nodded. The Dwarf led them into the narrow passage. "No telling how far Delven
built thisway between water," he said.

"l can find that out soon enough.”

Redburr winged off, once Nolo had assured him that fresh-carved tunnel would hardly suit the needs
of spiders, large or small. Half an hour later he returned, the others having spent the time tramping
through the cramped gloom. There was water well within traveling distance, he said, at a place where the
tunnel came out into natural cavern for atime. After that it became their regular practice for Redburr to
fly on ahead from every campsite to ingpect the coming march, while the rest of them toiled aong behind.
Rarely was he gonefor long. Apparently Delven had dug his Northway with amind for any humanswho
might someday want to follow his path, and they were never much more than three or four marches
without weter.

Straight to the north ran their road, ever on adight incline, into the tight blackness. Once every other
march or so the passage opened out into some larger cavern, or crossed an icy stream; but those were
the exceptions. Mostly they made their way mile after dreary mile through acorridor of rough-hewn
stone. Except for the Northway's straightness, it didn't seem like Dwarven work at all.

Onand on it went. Avender thought his neck and back would never recover from the constant
bending to keep his head from scraping on the cealling. In the small bubble of light cast by Nolo's lamp
they shuffled on, never seeing much more than afew pacesin front of the Dwarf, or afew morein back
of Avender. The occasiona caves they happened upon were forgotten as soon as they were | eft behind.
They dogged aong, dwaysin the same order, and the weight above their heads seemed to degpen as
they went on, despite the dow rising of the road.

They were coming close to Ussene. And the closer they came, the more Ferris and Avender found
themsdvesthinking of Reiffen. They didn't talk about it, because talking about it only made them fedl
worse, but both children feared what they might find at the end of their long road, in the Wizards lair.

At last they came out of the long tunnel and emerged into wild cave again, having al but forgotten there
was anything el se in the world besides rough stone and cramped darkness. Nolo paused to consider
which passage to take among the severd that branched before them. Thin shadows flitted back and forth
across the humps and hollows of the cavern every time he turned his head.

"About time we got out of that tunnd," he said, pulling at his beard.

"Y ou mean you weretired of it, too?"' Ferrislooked at Nolo in surprise, never having imagined he
might have minded thelong tunndl as much astherest of them.



"Why do you think we built Issinlough in thefirst place?' hereplied. "Narrow cave is narrow cave, no
matter how much you like rock and stone. Uhle didn't dream of Abben because of hislove of darkness

and tight gpaces.”

He turned back to the choice of paths before them, findly settling on the one he said continued most
directly north. They cameto asmall, swift river, which they followed to awall of solid rock, wherethe
stream burst from a crack in the stone to race away down the passage behind them. Steps had been cut

into the rock beside the gushing channel; above the stair another short, steep tunnel led upward to a
second st of caverns. Plainly Delven had been thisway areedy.

They cameto achamber with asmal, clear pool at the center, its bottom gleaming in Nolo's lamplight.
The Dwarf caled ahalt and pointed to the roof. "We're past the end of the plains now," he said,
dropping his pack to the ground. Redburr hung from the nearest knob of rock. All their packs were
lighter now: they had eaten more than haf of what Mother Norrahad prepared for them in Issnlough. As
aresult Nolo, who told them they had been some nine days on the Northway, had put them on half
rations. Even Redburr thought that was amost agood thing, given what they had to est.

"I wish we were on the plainsright now," grumbled Ferris as she sat down beside the poal. "It's not
the same camping out without stars or afire.”

"Wed never have gotten thisfar if we were up there," squeaked Redburr. He dropped suddenly from
his perch and swooped low over the water to snatch an insect from the air.

Nolo began filling his bottle from the poal. " Another day's march will take us under the northern
mountains," he said. "We should find Delven soon.”

"How do you know wherewe are?' asked Ferris. "I'd be lost even if we were ill on the surface.”

Redburr gave a high-pitched belch as he finished off hisjuicy snack. "Bryddin measure everything,”" he
said. "Y ou can be sure Nolo's counted every step he's taken since Cammas somewhere in the back of
his head. He doesn't even know he's doing it. But whenever he needsthe information, it'sthere.”

"So how far arewe from Ussene?' asked Avender.
"Fiveor six leagues," said Nolo, stroking his beard modestly.
"Arewe close to the surface?”'

The Dwarf nodded. "Very close. If we had astair we could probably see the face of Abben before
lunch. But we won't be seeing Abben on thistrip. Not unless our plans go very wrong.”

"I wouldn't mind seeing the sun again even if it waswinter." Despite hersalf, Ferris couldn't help but
dream about basking in warm grass. "1've had enough of caves and tunnels. Even arainy day would be
niceaslong asit wasaday."

"It never hurtsto remember the good in the world," said Nolo kindly.
"Just s0 long as we don't forget thejob at hand,” replied the Shaper.
"Not much chance of that down here, isthere, lass?'

Ferris nodded. Therewould be plenty of timefor napsin the sun, once Reiffen was safe.

On their very next march, they finaly met up with the other Dwarves. Or at least one of them. For some
time Nolo had been paying close attention to the rock around them. At each new passage he stopped to



run hisfingers dong the stone and examineit closaly. No one € se saw anything specia about the caves
they passed, but Nolo was plainly aware of much more.

"Bryddin have been here," he said. Then he added with afrown, "And others, too."
"Others?" asked Redburr, coming quickly awake on the back of Nolo's pack.

"Manders?' asked Ferristimidly. Behind her, Avender peered cautioudly into the dark beyond the
lamplight. Both stepped closer to the safety of the Dwarf.

Nolo shook his head. "Not manders. Something that digsin stone, like Bryddin and humans. | can see
thesgnsin therock. And | can fed the pain in the stone.”

"Arethey close by?' Redburr shook out hiswings and made ready to taketo the air.
"Y our ears are better than mine," said the Dwarf. "What do you think?"

Redburr stopped his flapping and went very gill. Everyone else stood quietly, so the bat might hear
whatever lay in the darkness beyond the glow of Nolo'slamp. The children held their bresth and felt their
hearts thumping in their chests.

"Well, thereis something,” squesked Redburr at last. Ferrissfear tightened. "Some kind of knocking
sound. Maybe a hammer on stone.”

"That's Nurren,” said Nolo. "I can fed hisstrokein therock." Helaid the palm of hishand flat against
the cavern wall. "We should find him soon.”

Ferrislet go her fright with along sgh.

AsNolo had suspected, they found the glow of the other Bryddin's lamp shining in the darkness not
much later. He was putting the finishing touches on aset of stairsthat led up through the celling of the next
cave. His hammer flashed in the brightness of the lamp at hisforehead, and rang out through the chamber
as he struck the stone.

"Ho, Nurren!" called Nolo.

Nurren paused and |ooked down, then nearly dropped his hammer in surprise. Retrieving the tool, he
tucked it into his belt, and quickly descended to meet the new arrivas. "Nolo!" he exclaimed when he
stood beside them. "What brings you back to Bryddlough? With humans, and so far from Issinlough,
too!"

"It'salong story," answered Nolo with abow. Nurren returned the greeting, histools clattering at his
wais. "But theré's no timeto explain, now. How closeis Ussene?’

Nurren's bushy eyebrows rose. "Another league or two," hereplied. "Not far."

"And Delven?'

"He and the others are exploring the nearer caves. But there are others besides Bryddin in this lough.”
Nolo nodded. "Weknow," he said. "I've felt them in the stone. Have you found them?"

Nurren shrugged. "They run off every time we come near. But we don't think they're humans. They've
dug too deep for humans, and they're doppier miners, too. Theresagreat deal of anguish in the stone.”

"Arethey watching us right now?" Ferrislooked at the darkest parts of the cave around them with



some concern.
"| doubt it. They're very cautious. Most of the time they keep asfar away from us asthey can.”
"Do you think they've warned the Three you're here?' asked Nolo.

Nurren pushed hislamp higher up on his head and scratched his brow with asound like fingernails on
ablackboard. Ferris and Avender winced. "Not that we can tell,” said the Dwarf. "But I'm a
rock-reader, not asoldier. All thiswatching and being watched isjust plain nuisance, far asI'm
concerned. Whoever they are, they don't seem to want to go towards Ussene any more than we do. The
farther north we get, the less we see of them.”

"They don't have to be enemies," suggested Redburr. He had settled on a perch on the sde of the
cavejust above Nurren's head, his squashed nose closeto the level of everyone else'sface. "They could
be escaped daves. Even down here in the darkness their lives would be better than anything in Ussene.”

Nurren looked up at the talking bat with fresh surprise.
"Don't mind him," explained Nolo. "Heswith us."

Nurren rubbed his chin, finding it odd to be talking to a bat; but he was inclined to agree that the
strangers were not enemies. "Whoever's out there," he said, "they haven't bothered us. But there are
many caves and passages, and they could easily have gotten to the fortress without our knowing.”

"Friend or foe," advised Nolo, "the quicker we join Delven, the better.” Redburr nodded his smal
head in agreement.

Without another word Nurren turned and led them up the stairs. Nolo waved for Avender and Ferris
to go on ahead. Now that there was someone else to lead, Nolo could guard the rear. Asthey hurried
forward, Redburr flitted back and forth above their heads, patrolling the passages both before and
behind for any sign of the strangers Nurren had described. Even though the creatures didn't seem inclined
to bother them, neither Nolo nor Redburr liked the idea that someone e se was out there. They wanted to
join up with Delven as soon as possible, and feared what might happen if they were suddenly attacked in
the middle of one of the larger caves.

It wastheir hurry that got them into trouble. They came to a place where the road crossed the side of
asteep dope. Loose stone lay al about, both left and right, as well as across the path. Nurren stepped
carefully around the jJumbled rocks. Ferris, who was right behind him, cautioudly followed. But Avender
was peering into the darkness below, searching for manders or whatever e se might be watching them,
instead of keeping his eye on the path. He stepped onto alarge flat sone that dipped immediately
beneath hisweight. As he lost his balance, he threw hisarms out to try to keep from faling. The stone
beneath him dipped again, and the whole dope broke loose in acurtain of billowing dust and noise.
Nurren snatched Ferris away before the dide could grab her, but Nolo had stopped for amoment to
study the top of theincline, and was too far away to keep Avender from being swept off with the rock.
The boy vanished into the roaring darkness. Then the dide ceased as suddenly asit had begun, with only
afew cracks and pops to mark the hopping of the last stray rocks down the new sope. Dust rosein
thick douds, glinting inthe pale lamplight.

Nolo and Nurren darted down, leaving Ferrisin darkness behind them. She stood anxioudly at the
edge of the path as they teetered from rock to rock, the stone flattening under the impact of their heavy
feet; but no new dide pursued them. Even in their haste the Bryddin knew exactly how the stone lay
across the doping ground. Their lamps glowed in the dust as they descended, until at last they arrived at
the bottom of the chasm. A flat wall rose above their heads, their shadows dancing wildly against it as
they dug swiftly through the scrambled stone.



Something touched Ferris on the cheek and she nearly jumped out of her skin. But it was only thetip
of Redburr'swing as he settled on the ceiling above her head.

"Oh, Redburr! What if—" She couldn't bear to finish her thought.

The Shaper made no reply. Nor, aslong as he was abat, could he comfort her in any way. Ferris
pressed her balled fists miserably againgt her chin and wished she had never left Vaing. Even her
mother's kitchen was better than this. Reiffen was gone and Avender buried. She coughed as the dust
settled around her shoulders, and watched anxioudy as the pile of stone grew taler around the Dwarves.
She couldn't imagine that even the strength of the Bryddin would get them to Avender intime.

16
Durk

Avender woke in darkness, his head aching terribly. Lying on hisback in apile of sharp stones, hefound
he could move neither his hands nor armswhen he tried to rub histemples. Hislegs were trapped as
wdll. Hisfirgt thought was he was back with Skimmer, squashed beneath a dozen dumbering nokken.
Then heredlized it was far too quiet for the rookery. Not a single whiskery snort disturbed the darkness.
The air wasfilled with dry dust rather than the pungent wetness of the nokken grotto.

He sneezed and, with asudden breathless panic, remembered hisfall. For amoment he had thought he
might catch himsdf, until the whole dope dipped out from under him with ajagged roar. Dust had
swallowed him up as he rattled downward; stone splinters bit at his face and hands. Something hard had
struck his head and knocked him sensdless. He had no ideawhere he was.

He closed his eyes and forced himsdlf to stay cam. Somehow the darkness seemed less threatening
when he couldn't seeit. He told himsdlf that Nolo and Redburr would save him; they had to be close by.
Hedidn't think he had falen very far. Though he hurt everywhere, nothing felt broken. Hetried not to
think what it would have meant had his head not been |eft free. The rest of him was buried and bruised:
his shins ached; his kneeswere skinned. His ribs complained every time he took a breath and hislips
tasted of blood and dust. He could wiggle the fingers of hisleft hand and twist his head about, but that
wasall. A layer of rock covered him from neck to toe.

In the darkness he couldn't tell whether he had falen into avast cavern or been wedged into a narrow
crevice where the roof was haf an inch from his nose. Fresh panic seized him as heimagined miles of
rock pressing close againgt hisface. Then he noticed that, even though he was breathing heavily, he didn't
fed hisbreath on his cheek the way he would have had there been awall of stone just beyond his chin.
Hisfear eased once more and he reminded himsalf again that Nolo, Redburr, and Nurren had to be
somewhere near. Probably both Dwarves were dready digging for him through the jumbled stone.

He cdled out, hoping they might be close enough to hear. But his voice sounded tightly muffled, asif
he were shouting from beneath athick blanket. There was no echo. Wherever hewas, he didn't think it
was alarge cave. He wished he could get hislamp out of his pack and at least see where he had fallen.

Struggling to hold back his gnawing fright, Avender set about trying to wriggle free. His knapsack and
the stones on the floor beneath him made his position very uncomfortable. Hisfeet seemed higher than his
head and his body was twisted dightly. One arm lay benesth him, the other on top of hisleg. He shifted
his shoulders and heard severa of the small rocks on top of him shift aswell, but not enough to free either



of hishands. When hetried to Sit up, more small stones skittered down around him. One bounced off the
tip of hisnose. He had no idea how much rubble lay on top of him, whether there wasjust athin layer of
rock he should be able to shake off easily or whether it was an immense pile just waiting to crash down
and smother him should hetry too hard to dip free.

"Help!" he called again. "Redburr! Nolo! Help! I'm here, under the stones!”

Hisaarm grew when no one answered. If Nolo and the others were as close as he thought, surely
they would have heard him by now. Theroof and floor of the cave fet asif they were conspiring to
sgueeze him flat between them.

"Help, help! Redburr! Nolo! Help!"

"Redly!" said avoice from somewhere close by. "Y ou're making far too much noise! You'religbleto
dart therocks diding again at any moment!"

Avender lay 4ill, hisheart in histhroat. It wasn't Redburr's voice that had answered him from the
darkness. Nor wasit Nolo's, or Nurren's, or Ferriss. It had come from somewhere close by, and
sounded haf-buried. He wondered if one of the mysterious creatures lurking in the tunnels around them
had been trapped in the dide beside him. It wasn't asif anyone had ever suggested that manders knew
how to talk.

"Who—who areyou?"' he asked fearfully.

"Who am |?' came theindignant reply. "1 aready know who | am. Better | should ask who you are. |
suppose you're the one who started the rock dide. Mangy pasty. | hope you broke every bonein your
miserable carcass. Now I'll never get out of here."

Avender had no ideawhat a pasty was. He guessed he was supposed to fed insulted. The fact that the
unknown voice seemed moreinterested in insulting rather than hurting him was something of ardief. "I'm
not apasty,” hesaid. "I'm Avender.”

"Avender?' The voice sounded surprised. "That's not a pasty name. Or Sissit, either.” Itstone changed,
narrowing with suspicion. "Are you sure you haven't just made it up to hoodwink me?"

"Why would | want to hoodwink you?" replied Avender. "I don't even know who you are. | can't even
seeyou.”

"Of courseyou can't see me," snapped the voice, still sharply suspicious. "It's, uh, too dark to, um, see
anything. It'sagood thing, too. If you could see me I'd probably scare you to desth.”

There was aboastful qudity to the voice that made Avender wonder if what it said wasredly true.
Bullies usually took the same tone. But the speaker hurried on, pestering Avender with questions before
he had a chanceto redly think.

"Where are you from?" it demanded.
"Vding," replied Avender.
"Vding? Wherein Vding?'

Avender didn't understand the question at first. Vaing was Vding. There were towns aong the side of
thelake, but only the Manor was cdled Valing.

"From the Manor House," hefindly answered. "I'm not from Bracken or Eastbay, if that'swhat you
mean. I'mjust from Vaing."



"Hmph." The voice didn't sound convinced. "Who'sking in Vaing?' it asked.
"Thereisnoking in Vding. Everybody knowsthat."

"Oh, right. | wasjust testing you." The voice paused for amoment, considering its next question. "All
right, then," it asked, "who'sthe lord of the Manor?*

"Therésno lord, either. But if you mean who's seward, it's Berrd and Hern," said Avender.

"Hmm." The voice congdered this piece of news. "Those aren't names | recognize. But I've been away
alongtime, so | probably shouldn't recognize them, | suppose. Oser was steward in my day. | think. |
never vigted Vding, mysdf.”

"Oser? Oser and Enner were stewards along time ago.”

"Isthat 307" said the voice thoughtfully. "1 guess | have been down here awhile. It would be hard to
keep track of all that time, evenif | could.”

Avender thought this an odd remark but let it pass. He was till too busy trying to figure out where the
speaker was, how dangerous it might be, and whether or not it was trapped close enough besidehimin
the rock to hurt him even if it couldnt move.

"Maybe you could tell mewho you are," said the boy, "since I've dready told you about mysdlf.”

"| don't suppose it would do any harm." The voice spoke with acertain condescension, asif it had
enjoyed asking about Vaing more for the sake of hearing itsalf speak than for any truth about Avender it
wastrying to discover. "I'm Durk," it said. "Or at least | used to be."

"Used to be?' Avender felt arenewed fear tingle dong his spine. They were close to Ussene after dll,
and he had heard more than enough about the Wizards experiments to make him start to worry.

"That'sright.” The voice sounded bitter now. "Y ou don't think I'd remain hereif | didn't haveto, do
you? I'm not some warty toad or belly-crawling snake. | don't likeit down here, you know, any more
thanyou."

Neither snakes nor toads had been on Avender's mind, but, now that the voice had brought them up,
they legpt straight out of the darkness and into hisimagination, poison dripping from their jaws. Maybe
Durk wasamander. A smal one. There was something in the way Durk spoke that made him seem not
vay large.

"What are you then?" the boy asked, trying his best not to sound concerned. He thought that, if he at
least sounded brave, whatever he was talking to would think twice about attacking him.

"You'd like to know that, wouldn't you, lad?' The voice sounded suddenly dy, asif it had found anew
gameto play. "You arealad, aren't you? Y ou don't sound like awarrior, nor awoman, either.”

"If you're not going to tell me what you are, then | don't see any reason why | should tell you anything
more about me." Avender remembered that he and his friends were trying to snesk secretly into the
Wizards fortress. Perhapsit would be better if he was a bit more cautious about what he said.

"You'realad, dl right," said the voice. Y ou can't hide that from me. If | can't trust my own hearing,
then there's not much |eft for meto trust. Y ou can pretend to be something else al you want, but I'll hear
right through you. Thered questionis, what's alad doing down here al by himself? It'snot like any of
Them up there to let anyone escape. Not unless that's what They want you to do.”

Avender began to think the speaker really was a spy for the Wizards. "1 have my reasonsfor being



down here," he said cautioudly. "Y ou can't expect meto tell you what they are when you won't tell me
anything about yoursdf.”

"Y ou want to know what I'm doing down here?" said the speaker, its bitterness returning. "Down here
beneath the degpest dungeon in the world? I'd think you'd know that story aswell asl. It'snot likeit's
ever any different for any of us. Pasties and talkers, mooncows and belly rubbers, were al down here
for the same reason. Some of us don't remember, but | do. | was a—a prince, once. But Hetook al that
away from me. Just like He takes something avay from dl of us™"

"He?" asked Avender, though he had a good idea of whom the speaker was talking.

"Oh, no, you dont," said the voice. Avender pictured him shaking hishead cagily. ™Y ou won't get me
saying Hisname s0 easily. ThisisHisdomain. Hed be down on usfaster than groundlings on amuiffer if
He heard me speak His name. Y ou know who I'm talking about, lad. Y ou'll forgive meif | don't say it
right out loud for you."

"But," said Avender, "if you'll pardon my asking, how isit you're dill diveif you were once, um, His
prisoner?You just said yoursalf no one ever escapes from Ussene.”

"Shhh!" the voice hissed at him from somewhere under the pile of stone. "Don't ever speak even of His
fortresst He'saways listening. Y ou can't be too careful. But you should know aswell as| that no one
escapes from Him. Y ou may think you escaped—that's right, | know why you're down here, evenif you
didn't tell me yoursalf. But don't think you escaped. Not for a second. Y ou're down here because He's
finished with you. That'swhy were dl down here. Y ou may not remember—you may have forgotten,
like most do. But no one ever escapes. When He's done with you He just lets you go." The voice ceased
for amoment, but Avender felt the speaker was going to say something more, and waited for it to go on.

"l suppose I'll haveto explain it to you, Since it appears you've forgotten.” Durk's voice changed again
and he began to spesk formdly, asif he were making aspeech. "Y ou seg, lad, when you fal into His
hands He doesn't use dl of you. That would be too easy. Instead He just takes what He wants and
throwsthe rest away. If you're lucky, you end up like the pasties, or yoursalf. Y ou don't remember a
thing. But if you're unlucky, you end up like me. He takes what's best from you and you remember it dl
the same. | was avery handsome fellow once. A pleasing face and figure, to man and maid dlike. You
may not remember what it was, but I'm sure he's taken the best from you aswell. Y our youth perhaps,
sinceyou'realad. Or maybe your hardiness and strength. Since you're from Valing, you probably spent
most of your life out in the fidlds with the cows. | don't imagine there could be much else He might have
wanted you for."

Avender scowled. He knew there was much more the Three might want from him than his ability asa
cowherd. But he held histongue, suspecting that Durk'sinsults might be atrap to get him to say more
about why he was on hisway to Ussene. He asked what a pasty was, to change the subject.

"A pasty?' the voice answered. "A pasty's what you become when He takes out what you have on the
ingde. Then therés nothing left of you but the cold clay. Pasty white you get, and about asinteresting.
Pasties know enough to remember to eat when they're hungry, but not much more. Even talking to them
isdifficult. Though | do think the Sssit use them occasionally for spies and such. Learned scholarsand
wise kingsthey were, for the most part. Until He got hold of them.”

"What about you?" asked Avender. "What happened to you?"'

Durk made no answer. Avender saw at once this was something about which Durk, whatever he was,
was very sendtive. Maybe he wasn't aspy, after al, but precisdly the poor lost prisoner he claimed to be.

"I'm sorry," gpologized the boy.



"Thank you," said Durk. "Just think of me as being the opposite of apasty. It wasn't my insdesthat
were wanted—"

Durk stopped speaking as they both heard a sudden scraping from the rocks at Avender's feet.
Although he felt nothing and none of the rocks around him seemed to move, it did sound asif the stones
were being worked on at the other side of the pile. Then the scraping stopped, and the darkness was
quiet again.

"What wasthat?" asked Durk uneasily.

"l think it'smy friends" replied Avender, hoping he wasright.

"Friends? Y ou didn't tell me you had friends!" Panic edged round the sides of Durk's voice.
"Didn't you seethem? They were right there with me when | started therock dide.”

"l didn't seetherock dide, farm boy! Haven't you been listening to what I've said? | can't see—"

Therest of Durk's angry outburst was cut off as the sound of rocks being pushed about was renewed.
Avender could heer it clearly now; someone was digging about in the loose stone beyond hisfeet. He
shouted out, "Redburr! Nolo! I'min herel™ but it was some time before they answered. Smadll dots of light
appeared between the gaps in the stones as the moonbeam glow of the diggers lamps shone into
Avender's cave.

"We hear you, lad!" called Nolo &t |ast. "Hold on alittle longer!™ His voice clashed with the knocking
of the stones as he tossed them back behind him. "Nurren and | are dmost there."

"Heresafoot,” Redburr's bat voice squeaked in through the gaps in the stone with the lamplight. ™Y ou
seeit there? Good. Don't pull it, rockhead! He's not made out of stone!™

Avender found he could wiggle his|eft foot. After that it was only amatter of time before enough
rubble was cleared away for him to be able to see again. He was wedged just past the narrow part of a
crevice that widened into deeper darkness behind him. There had been barely enough room for him to
roll through the opening, afew stones following behind, but not enough room for the rock dide to cover
him completely. He had been very lucky not to have been buried againgt the stone on either side.
Redburr flitted in through the narrow entrance and darted about the cave.

"Becareful," warned Avender. "Therés someonedsein here”

"Someone else?" asked the Shaper. "'l don't see anyone else.” He gave afew shrill squesks and shot a
short way up thetunnd. "I don't hear anyone esg, either,” he said when he returned.

"But thereis. I've been talking to him while | waswaiting for you to dig me out. Durk! Where are
you!"

Avender's voice echoed much more solidly off the walls around him now that there was somewhere
for the sound to go. But Durk made no answer.

"Durk!" caled the boy again. "Come on out! These are my friends. They won't hurt you."

Nolo pushed his head through the widening gap. The light at hisforehead gleamed asit opened up the
dark around them. "Whao's Durk?' he asked.

"Theperson | wastalking to."

Nolo shone hislamp around the cave. His eyes were better than anyone else'sin the dark. But loose
stones and further darknesswere dl that he could see. "There's no one ese here,” he said.



"He must have run away back up that tunnel behind me," said Avender. "Maybe we should try and
follow him."

"I don't think we want to be chasing shadows this closeto Ussene,” replied the Dwarf.
"Durk!" called Avender once more. But still there was no answer.

Redburr hung from aridge of rock close by. "That's a nasty-looking cut on your forehead,” he said, his
face cocked to one side as he eyed the boy.

"I know what you'rethinking," said Avender. "But | didn't makeit up. | know Durk isaround here
somewhere. Maybe he'sinvisble."

"If hewereinvigbleI'd till hear him."
"I'm not making it up,” Avender indsted.

"Nobody saysyou are.”
"Whereé's Farris? Shell believe me.”

"We left her up on theroad,” said Nolo. Avender was amost free of the stones now and the Dwarf
had widened the entrance enough to crawl into the chamber beside him. The three of them, packed
tightly together within the narrow cave, left no room for anyone dse. "If shetried to come down here
sheld just start another dide.”

Nurren and Nolo pulled the last of the rock off Avender and helped him back to hisfeet just beyond
the tunnel opening. The boy staggered at first, and would have falen again had Nolo not held him upright.
One of hisfeet had fallen adeep and the other shin was dmost too painful to stand on. But nothing was
broken.

"Don't bother trying to walk," said Nolo as Avender took a couple of limping steps. "'I'm going to have
to carry you back up to the road anyway. The footing's not safe for any but Bryddin feet.”

"But what about Durk?'
"If he wanted to meet us he wouldn't have run off."

Before Avender knew what was happening, Nolo lifted him onto his back. The Dwarf had aready
given Nurren both his pack and the boy's, so Avender was able to hold securely onto the Dwarf's stony
shoulders. It was not a particularly comfortable ride and Avender soon discovered that Sitting piggyback
on Nolo was not much different from riding arock dide. Both were equaly hard and unforgiving of
anything softer than they.

"For al we know this Durk is one of the things that have been watching the Bryddin," said Redburr.
"Without Nolo and Nurren to come to your rescue you might have been sitting in their stew pot right

"Hedidn't seem bad,” said Avender as hetried to hold himsalf away from Nolo's rock-hard shoul der
blades. "At firgt | thought he was a spy. But al he seemed to want to do wastalk.”

The boy took one last look down the dark tunnel behind them, but there was nothing to be seen.
Redburr winged off towards Ferrisin the darkness above. "Good-bye, Durk!" Avender cdled. "We
really won't hurt you if you come out. We could take you back to the surface with us, you know."

They had dready started up the dope when asmal voice from the scattered stones behind them said
findly, "Would you redly take meto the surface?’



Nolo and Nurren stopped short and looked suspicioudy about.

"Who'sthat?' asked Nurren.

"That'sDurk," said Avender.

Nolo moved cautioudy back towards the low, dark passage they had just |€ft.
"Therésno oneinthere" heinssted.

"I'm here," said Durk. But there was no sign of him anywhere.

Avender loosed hisgrip on Nolo's shoulders and hopped painfully to the ground. The feding had il
not completely returned to hisfoot. "Where are you?' he asked.

"I don't redly know." The voice came from somewhere a their feet, prompting them dl to start nosing
around the loose stone for some sign of another cave or hollow in the ground.

"How can you not know where you are?' asked Avender. "Areyou hurt?'

"What do you look like?" asked Nolo as he picked through the rocks underfoot with histoes.

"A far cry from my origina appearance,” said the voice sadly. "I'm much smaller than | used to be."
"What are you?"' asked Nolo, coming at last to the most pertinent question.

"l believeI'm astone.”

"A sone?"

"How can you be astone? Stones don't talk."

"It'savery long story. Do you care to hear it?" It seemed to Avender that the rock, or whatever he
turned out to be, was never so happy as when he was talking.

"What's going on down there!" Ferriss voice floated toward them from the road above. "How long are
you people going to leave me donel™

"WEell just bealittle longer!" called Nolo.

"At least Redburr was nice enough to tell me Avender's okay! Do you have any idea how mean you're
being! | seeyour lights, but | don't have any ideawhat'sgoing on a dl!"

Nurren stooped, and spread the rocks apart with his hands. "Thisisthe one," he said. He stood back
up, holding doft asmal gray stone.

"Youvegot me" sad Durk. "l canfed your fingers."

Hisvoice came plainly from the stone. Nurren gaped in surprise. The rock gppeared to be completely
ordinary, though it was round and pale and not much like the others on the dope around it. It looked
more like the sort of smooth stone found at the bottom of a stream than the rough, jagged rocks of the
cave. When it spokeit quivered dightly but otherwise looked no different. Nothing moved, and its
surfacedidn't change et al.

Nurren handed the stone to Avender, who clutched Durk closely as he climbed back onto Nolo's
back. The stone chattered away as they scrambled up the dope. He wanted to know who they were and
where they were from and what they were doing and how many of them there were, but Avender
stopped paying much attention once he redlized the strange rock was hardly listening to hisanswers.



Ferris helped him down when they rgoined her on the road. She frowned &t the cuts on hisface and
dabbed at the worst of them with her handkerchief. "Y ou're so clumsy,” she scolded, relieved the worst
of her fearswere past.

"It'smy leg that hurts" hetold her.
"Y ou could have been killed."

"He amost buried both of us," offered Durk. "1 might have been logt at the bottom of that pile of
sonesforever.”

Ferris started abruptly at the sound of the strange voice. "Who'sthat?"
"It'sDurk." Avender showed her the rock in hishand. "He's ataking rock."
"A talking rock? How can arock talk?"

"A question probably best left unanswered,” squeaked Redburr.
"It'salong story," said the garrulous stone. "Filled with pathos and tears.”

"And one we don't have time for now." Nolo retrieved his pack from Nurren and regarded Avender
with acriticd eye. "Theresno telling what € se might be lurking around here. We need to get on to
Deven'scamp. Areyou ableto wak, lad?'

"I think s0." Avender took a step and winced. Painful asit was, hisbruised shin dready felt better than
when hefirg tried to stand. And he could fed dl the toes on his other foot again, though their tingling was
enough to make him amost wish he couldn't.

"We should move on," counseled Nurren. "The camp is till someway off."

"Camp?' Durk spoke up in surprise. "What's this about a camp? Y ou told me you were taking meto
the surface.”

"We have something important to take care of first," said Avender.

"I would think the only important thing to take care of down here would be getting as far awvay from
Them asquickly aspossble”

"Avender," said Redburr, who had resettled on Nolo's pack now that there was room for him again.
"You'd better tell Durk to be quiet.”

"Be quiet? Allow meto remind you that I'm accompanying you only as aresult of your repested
invitation. No one said anything about my not being able to participate in any group discussions. Had |
known | was going to be abducted | would never—"

Durk's protests were cut off as Avender pushed the stone deep into his knapsack. A blanket and his
second shirt silenced the rock amost completely, except for the occasional muffled shout that sounded
faintly from somewhere behind Avender's shoulders. In relative quiet he limped along behind everyone
but Nolo, who brought up the rear. Gradually his aches and pains faded into numbness.

The rock around them became more deformed as Nurren led them closer to Ussene. Sometimesthey
found themsaves climbing dopes of smooth and dippery nirrin that seemed to have frozen in mid-wave.
At othersthey picked their way across broken rock floors where great blocks of olath had fallen from
the unseen ceilings above. They crossed few streams, and those they did were so choked with dark sand
that Avender couldn't see his boots through the shalow, swirling water.



"Theréspain here," said Nolo with afrown. Thewall beside him was swollen with knobs and ridges of
twisted rock as he squeezed sideways through a narrow gap in the passage. Even Ferrisand Avender
could see that the stone was misshapen, like overripe fruit close to burgting.

"Cruelty, I'd cdl it." Nurren brushed hisfingertips dong the rough rock. " Such hands as did this
shouldn't be let near proper stone.”

"And therésamost no Inach.”
"It getsless and less the further north you go.”

Mogt of the path they followed was naturd, but here and there the way was noticeably carved. The
narrowest spots had been widened enough to alow one person to dip through the opening at atime, and
short doorways had been cut between caverns that would otherwise have dept on unconnected. The
lamps of the Dwarves shone upon walls and floors of cracked stone, the fractures running like jagged
black spiderwebs across the fissured rock.

They came at last to a cavern that had obvioudy been worked by Bryddin. A firestone fire glowed
from a hearth near apool the Dwarves had deegpened with alow dam. Red and black shadows lurked
about the stone columns that ran from floor to ceiling, their polished sides gleaming in the brighter light of
Nolo'sand Nurren'slamps. A small stream tinkled softly asit spilled across the cavern. Smoke curled
thinly toward the roof.

"Ah!" cried Redburr as he darted quickly above the hearth. "Fresh fish! And mushrooms!™

Avender's mouth watered. He couldn't remember when he had last had ahot medl, even if it wasthe
same fish and mushrooms they had eaten ever sncefirst arriving in the Under Ground.

"It'snot much of alough,” said Nurren as heled them to the fire. "But therés alittle of everything we
need close by. Nolo, why don't you get some more firestone while | make us something to est.”

"And Delven and the others?' With his bare hands, Nolo began to break off small piecesfrom adab
of black rock afew pacesfrom thefire.

"Out surveying." Nurren pulled astring of fish from the pool. "They should be back soon.”

Avender removed Durk from his pack and set the stone down on the edge of the hearth. "Ahh, that's
nice," sighed therock. "Close, but not too close. | was afirebrick for the pasties once, and it's not an
experience | wish to repeat.”

Avender wanted to hear more about the pasties, but Nolo returned with fresh firestone and asked a
question of Nurren before the boy could speak. "Have you found the way to Ussene?’

The whole cave echoed with Durk's quick cry of terror before Nurren could even think of replying.
For asmall stone, Durk's voice was very loud. "Never say that word!" he warned. "Never!”

Nolo and Nurren turned toward the stonein mild surprise. Avender looked back over his shoulder to
make sure aflood of pasties wasn't rushing into the cave in answer to Durk's shouit.

"Why not?" asked Nolo.

"Because Heisdwayslisening!" Durk's voice hissed aong with the crackling of the new coa catching
firein the hearth. "He hears everything anyone says about Him! Or Hisfortressl"

Nolo picked up a handful of mushrooms from a bag beside the fire and dropped them into alargeiron
skillet. "Well, you'd better get used to hearing it, then, because that's where we're going.”



Avender cringed benegath the barrage of oaths and invective launched from the small stone. Once Durk
knew Nolo intended to enter Ussene, he wanted nothing further to do with Avender and the rest of the
company. "Heave me asfar asyou can," he demanded grandly, after hisfirst fury had passed. "Off acliff,
or into that stream | hear over there. Any placewill do. Just aslong asyou don't take me back Upstairs.”

"Y ou're stuck with us now," said Redburr, munching an insect he had found crawling near his perch.
"But you can be sure well take you back to Issnlough with uswhen thisisover.”

"When!" The stone'sterror echoed acrossthe cavern. "It's over now! Or it might aswell be. You'll
never get home again if you take another step closer to Them. FHee now, while therés still achance! |

beg you!"

While the rock continued to plead with them, Nurren scaled and gutted the fish. Avender and Ferris
watched from seats beside the hearth, their eyes as wide as saucers. Avender had never thought he could
be so hungry. Thefish, Szzling in abed of mushrooms, looked and smelled far more delicious than
anything Hern or Mother Norra had ever prepared. Even when they were finished, the memory of the
medl lingered in everyone's mouths like the taste of snow in summer mountains. For thefirg timein
weeks Avender felt warm, both insde and out.

They rested while they waited for Delven and the other Bryddin to return. From his perch on the
column closest to the hearth, Redburr made more than afew remarks about what "They" were like,
aways careful not to mention the Three by name. It was not long before Durk's conceit overcame his
caution and he began once more to make cryptic comments about hislife before becoming astone.

"Maybeif you told usalittle more about Them," suggested Redburr with ady wink to his companions,
"wed learn enough to change our minds.”

Durk's mood improved at once. "Why, | should have thought of that myself," he said. "What do you
want to know?"

"Why don't you start from the beginning," squeaked the bat.
If arock could preen, Durk would have preened. "That will makefor along story,” he pointed out.

"So you've said." Nolo tossed the bones of hisfish back into the pool. "If you start to get boring welll
let you know."

"Well then." Therock gathered hisvoiceto tell histale. " A long time ago, before | was captured by
Him, | was a prince of Mamoret.”

"Redlly?" wondered the Shaper. "I don't recall aPrince Durk in Mamoret. Who was your father?”

"Count Lender was my father," answered the rock grandly. "1 would not expect you to remember me.
It's hard to know how much time has passed when you'reimprisoned in astone, but | believe | was
abducted a considerable time ago. Probably long before you were born.”

"l don't know about that," said Ferris. "Redburr'slived along time."

"l was quite young when | wastaken," ingsted Durk. "I hadn't had much time to make aname for
myself before | was snatched away in the bloom of youth.”

"That isasad story,” said Nurren.
"It getsworse," warned the stone.

"Especidly since | happen to know that Count Lender had only one child,” said Redburr. " A



daughter.”

Durk's voice stiffened. "1 don't mean to correct you, Sir. But | believe your genealogy is mistaken.
After dl, | wasthere.”

"So was Redburr,” said Avender.
"Haven't you ever heard of Redburr the Shaper?' asked Farris.

"I've heard of Shapers," Durk admitted. "But it has never been my pleasure to meet one. How do you
do, gr."

"It'smy pleasure entirely, Count Durk," replied Redburr, matching the courtesy of the sone.

"Y ou do me greet honor, sir. Still, Shaper or not, | don't believe you could have known my father quite
sowell asl."

"Isthat s0?" Redburr folded hiswings across his chest and gave alook that was quite lost on the
unseeing stone. "Then perhaps you can tell me how many sstersyour father had, and what were thelr
names?'

"Redly, Sr. Thisis preposterous. After al the misfortune I've been subjected to!"

"You'reright, it is preposterous,” Redburr agreed. His ugly nose twitched impatiently. "It'saso awaste
of time. As| recall, there was atroupe of traveling players who used to frequent Banking about the time
Count Lender was dlive. | saw them oncein Ipside. The lead actor was a handsome fellow with an
especidly prominent chin, and hisleading lady was a charming woman who didn't gppreciate the way he
threw his cloak across her facein the middle of his speeches. And there was something about atonic the
lady's father used to sdll while the plays were being performed—"

"Enough, sir. Please. | seethat you were, indeed, there. Spare me the remainder of the episode, if you
have any conscience @ al. The memory is heavy enough upon my own heart. My fair Elinora, that her
fate should have been so crud!”

"And your own, no doubt,” observed the Shaper.

"Why did you tell usyou wereaprince?' asked Avender.

"Alas, | feared you would find me more interesting as a prince than asaplayer.”
"We don't care what you were," said Ferris. "WerefromVaing."

"Just don't try to sl usany tonics," added Redburr. "And you also might try telling us your red story.
What happened to your troupe? | remember you and the lady, but | don't recall the name of your

"We were the Border Boarders. Do you see? We spent most of our time on the Banking Border, at
the edge of the Waste—"

"Wegetit," said Redburr impetiently.

"Ah, yes. It issomewhat obvious, isn't it." The rock made a noise that sounded suspicioudy like he
was clearing the throat he no longer had. "But there's no room for subtlety in some parts of the world.
Thefiner poets are completely lost on those who possess rougher sensibilities. At any rate, we were
taken by alarge band of Keeadini while on our way from Wethill to Wending. Dorrin—he was Elinoras
father and the leader of our company—decided we had to avoid Broadmead, for reasons you can
readily imagine, so we crossed to the other side of the river. There had not been any raidsfor sometime,



and we thought we would be safe. But stage fighting doesn't work when the savages of Keeadin set upon
you and, despite atremendous effort on my part, wewere al carried off.

"For weeks they transported us across the steppe. On more than one occasion | had the opportunity
to escape. But | could not leave my companions behind, especidly not dear Elinora, who was devoted to
me. The savages, knowing how dangerous | might be, kept me trussed hand and foot, day and night.
Four burly guards watched my every move. Even so, | dmost gained my freedom on more than one
occasion. There was a thunderstorm once, and | dmost escaped while my captors were cowering in fear.
And another time | attempted to burn off my bondsin the campfire, at grest persond risk.”

It was at this point in Durk's narrative that Nolo caught Avender's eye and gave him awink. Even the
Shaper, who clearly wished the tragedian would come more quickly to the point, rolled hiseyes at the
more outrageous parts. But Durk, who could only touch and hear, had no idea his audience was taking
him lessthan serioudly. Only Nurren, who had never been to the surface and knew very little even of
those humans who had come to the Stoneway's, took the rock's story at face value.

"Of course we knew all dong wherethey were taking us," Durk continued. "Where do Keeadini ever
take their prisoners? After long weeks of horrible suffering we arrived finaly at the gates of the fortress. It
was aterrible place, and one | shall never forget. The mountainsthere are black and cruel, and so steep |
was unable to see the sky. Through great iron doors they took usinto His Great Hall. Filth and brazen
beasts were everywhere, snarling at us with davering jaws. His soldiers beat uswith their spears, and laid
heavy chains upon us. Poor Elinoral Without my aid she would have been unable to take asingle step.
They led usto Histhrone—"

"Y ou actudly met Uss—I mean, Him?"

Redburr dropped down from his perch to hang by his claws from the front of Avender's cloak, where
he could look closdly at the stone. Hisflat nose twitched with interest, not unlike the way it would have
had he been a bear. Avender found himself bowed forward by the Shaper's weight.

"Tdll us everything you can remember about that time," Redburr went on intently. "I've never met
anyone who's faced Him before.”

"I was one of the few present strong enough to face him," boasted Durk. "He looked down at usfrom
an immense stone throne, and very large and terrible He was. | remember especidly that His eyes blazed
likethe sun. | had expected to see afrail and wizened Wizard, much like the scholarsin Mamoret, but
He's neither of those things. HE'stwice asbig asyou or |, with hands large enough to squeeze your head
like ameon. He laughed when He saw us, and told us we should be happy to have volunteered for His
service. Dorrin begged for mercy. | counseled him to silence, but he wouldn't listen. Then our captor
raised ahand and fastened histerrible eyes on Dorrin, and my old friend was never able to make a sound

again.

"He spent some time gazing upon us. Elinoraand afew others were taken away there and then. He set
His guards and wolves upon the rest of us, and they herded us back to the dungeons like so many cettle.
For along timethey put usto work digging in the tunnels and breaking rocks. | never saw Elinoraagain,
and Dorrin and the rest of my companions were taken away one by one until at last | wasthe only one
left. Findly, my turn came aswell, and | was summoned before Him a second time.”

For along time Durk said nothing more. The memory of what had happened during his second
audience with Ussels appeared to have overwhemed even hislove of rhetoric. His smooth sides
flickered in the hearth's short tongues of dancing flame. Then, just when hislisteners thought he was
finished with histale, the stone went on once more.

"l won't say anything about what was done to me. Y ou don't even want to imagineit." Durk spoke



softly, dmost whispering. "All I'll say isthat He took what He wanted and |eft me with nothing. Or at
least that waswhat | thought at first. But gradudly | cameto redize | was il dive. | felt the stone
beneath me. | heard thingsin the dark. Oncein awhile| even felt the sticky feet of an insect or two crawl
over me. It was along time before | understood what | had become.”

"But how'd you get down here?" interrupted Avender. "How'd you get into that cave with me?"

"How do you get anywhere?' asked Ferris. "Y ou're only arock, after dl. It's not like you can move
around on your own."

"Oh, | get around,” said Durk. "Sometimes I'm kicked. SometimesI'm thrown. I've been in many
fights. For along time | lived with the pasties. Unlike the Sissit, they weren't scared of meat dl. Too
dim-witted, | suppose. Unfortunately, they're completely undependable. It was because of one of them
that | found mysdlf languishing in that cave. Luckily you came adong. Or at least it was lucky before you
gtarted talking this nonsense about finding away to get Upgtairs.”

"These pasties must be what keep hiding from us," said Nurren. "Arethey spies?’

"They might be," answered the stone. "They aren't very good ones, though. Their memories are quite
poor."

"Arethere otherslike you?' asked Redburr.
"Well," said Durk after amoment's pause. "There might be. | don't redly know. | have heard ories.”
"What kinds of stories?'

"I've heard the sissit talk about voicesin the dark. Voicesthat try to trick them into doing things.
Luring them into bottomless pits, that sort of thing."

"Have you spent as much time with the sssit as you have with the pasties?" asked Redburr.

"Oh, no." Durk sounded honestly scared. "I try to keep away from the Sissit. If they knew what | was
they'd take me back to Him, I'm sure.”

"Then how do you know what they talk about?' persisted the Shaper.

"The 9s3t come looking for the pasties sometimes. Sometimesthey just want to talk to them.
Sometimesit'sfor other, um, things."

"Likewhat?'
"If they're hungry. The Ssdt are dways hungry.”
"Yes," Redburr agreed. "He made them that way."

"All the more reason not to venture any closer Updtairs,” urged the stone. "No doubt, now that I've
explained the dangers, you'l no longer think of going any further in that direction.”

"On the contrary." Redburr looked around at his companions. "We're asfirmly resolved as ever.”

Avender shivered at the thought of what lay ahead, but Durk’s story had made Reiffen’'s fate seem dl
themorerea. Evenif hefailed, hehad, at lesst, to try.

"We have afriend to rescue," said Ferris stoutly.

"Then | ingst you leave me behind! Theré's no reason | should haveto sharein your foolishness!™



"l don't think we can leave you behind now, Durk," said Redburr. "We can't take the chance someone
else might find you and learn were here. I'm sorry, but you'll have to come with us. Besides, | think you
might turn out to be useful .

"Thisisan outrage! Not only do you abduct me, but you impugn my honor aswell! Who says | would
breathe aword that you were here! Unless, of course, | decide to turn spy just to pay you back for the
ill-usage you've shown me!"

The rock continued to protest, but al he got for his trouble was to be put back into Avender's pack.
Hewas till there when Delven and the rest of the Bryddin returned.

17
Bugs, Burns, and Bones

Four Dwarves accompanied Delven when he arrived, making sevenin al. Not exactly an army, but they
were Bryddin, which made al the difference in the world. They wore lamps on their foreheads, but unlike
Nolo and Nurren, whose shining stones were pae and white, these new gems gleamed in soft colors:
topaz and ruby, turquoise and aguamarine.

Nolo introduced them. Avender and Ferriswatched enthralled as rainbows creased the cavernin time
with their nodding and bowing. Along with Delven were the brothers Dale and Dell, who had passed
through the Abyss together, one with agreen lamp and the other red; Snurr, whose light shonewith a
gentle ydlow cast; and Gorr, whose lamp was blue. Among them only Nurren and Delven had |learned
human speech, but the rest were quick at picking it up as soon it was spoken around them. Language
wasjust another interesting puzzle, asfar as Bryddin were concerned.

Before anything else, Nurren insisted his comrades meet Durk. Their heavy eyebrowsrose at the
vociferousflint's shouts of protest as Avender removed him from his pack, but they paid lessmind to his
outbursts as they passed him back and forth among themselves. Each Bryddin held the stone up before
hislamp and examined him carefully. They rubbed him with their fingers, sniffed at him, and shook him
like an empty rattle close beside their ears. Snurr even bit him, which caused Durk to yelp in outrage.

"Enough!™ he cried as Snurr returned him carefully to Avender. The boy checked to see that the stone
was il unmarked. "I knew it would cometo this! Eaten! Consumed by ignorancein the darkness by an
underground goat! That my end should be so low!"

Avender buffed the stone gently on hisdeeve. "Nobody's going to eat you," he said. "Buit if you don't
keep quiet, Redburr's going to make me put you back in my pack.”

"Oh, we wouldn't want that now, would we," replied Durk. "1 might missthe end of theworld." Still,
he did stop shouting. The long spdll in Avender's knapsack, where Durk could tell nothing of what was
going on around him, had checked the worst of his petulance.

They held a short council before setting out on the last stage of their journey. Delven wanted to know
exactly what Nolo and Redburr proposed to do. There were some snide remarks from the stone asthe
Shaper explained they were looking for away into the Wizards fortress, but none of the Dwarves
seemed to think there was anything exceptiondlly difficult about the idea. Delven pulled aset of maps
from his pack and laid them on the floor. The golden lamp at hisforehead cast ayellow glow on the
parchment, making the maps ook older than they actudly were as he sorted among them. Finding the



one he wanted, he unfolded it and spread it out on top of the others. The rest of the Dwarves drew close
around him; the light from their lamps blended softly together to whiten the topmost map once more.

It was an odd sort of map. Its surface was amass of impaossible squiggles, asif achild had dribbled
different colors of ink in idle patterns across the paper. Here and there the lines thickened and bulged,
and there were occasional symbols the children recognized as Dwarven letters. But neither of them could
make any sense of the writing, or of the map in general.

"Heréswherewe are." Delven pointed to one of the bulges. "And thisiswhere the fortressis.” He
moved hisfinger to a gpot where the squiggles cameto an end. A single rune was written in the space
beyond. "The road isn't pleasant, but it isn't dangerous, either. And it'sthelikeliest way to Ussene.”

Durk's voice rang out sharply, "Don't say that name!"

Delven looked critically at the rock, whom Avender had placed on a corner of the map to hold the
parchment down. "I don't think we need fear Wizards down here as much asyou think," he said. "We're
in our world now, not theirs."

"Never mention Them by name, or anything to do with Them!" The rock's voice trembled in agitation.
"Y ou don't know what They can do!"

"We'reBryddin," said Delven. "We don't have to know what they can do. Their arts have no effect on
lel

"I wouldn't be so sure of that," warned Nolo. "If there's one thing I've learned in the time I've spent
with humans, it's never underestimate an enemy. There's more than Wizards magic in theworld.”

"Ligento him," urged the stone. "He knows what he says."

"It dways makes sense to be careful when dedling with the Three, but we must keep to our purpose al
the same." Redburr peered at the map with hisweak bat eyes, seeming to find it every bit as hard to read
as Ferrisor Avender. "How far away do you think we are, anyway?"' he asked.

"A single march, perhaps." Delven turned his attention back to the parchment and traced out a path
along one of the squiggleswith thetip of histhick finger. "Thistunnd hereleads most quickly toward the
greatest paininthe one.”

"Paininthe sone?' asked Durk. "1 thought my sengitivity to the vicisstudes of life was unique among
the sedentary strata.”

Nurren gazed at the talking rock with wonder and admiration. "Break me, but | can't understand a
word he sayd"

Nolo ignored Nurren's astonishment. "We Bryddin can fed the ways of the stone, Durk. It's one of the
thingsthat helpsusexcd a masonry and mining.”

"This closeto the fortress I'm surprised you can't fed it yoursdlf,” added Delven. "It's plain as a copper

vein.
"The only thing obviousto me," said Durk, "isthat youre dl mad.”

"Mad or not," answered Redburr, who, with his squeaky bat voice, did perhaps sound atouch
unhinged, "we're here to finish what we cameto do.”

Beyond deciding the best route to the fortress, there was nothing more to discuss until they reached



Ussene. They couldn't put together any sort of rea plan without a better idea of the obstacles they would
find. Ferriswondered if they would find smdll, forgotten tunnelswinding their way in secret into the
dungeon's long-lost foundation. Or maybe a gate, with a portcullis and perhaps a drawbridge over afiery
moat guarded by manders. The only way to find out was to come close enough to the citadel to seeits
defenseswith their own eyes.

Ddeled theway. He had explored the closest to Ussene, and had scouted the beginnings of that
terrible place. From the start, the stone felt different from what the children had traveled through before.
There was alot more to worry about: pasties and spiders and Wizards spdlls, and everything was much
more damp. The moist rock felt unclean when Ferris brushed againgt it, and the air was ripe with nasty
smélls, asif they were passing beneath the dreary drippings of some drowned dungeon just above their
heads. But Dale kept them marching forward, and none of the Dwarves paid the least attention to the
growing foulness. Steadily they climbed through the warren of twisting tunnelstoward the fortress of the
Three.

They had dipped through the dimy cavernsfor severa hours when Redburr let go his perch on Nolo's
cloak and flew on ahead. Ferrisfelt something crunch beneath her boot. Lifting her foot, she saw the
remains of alarge beetle squashed flat on the bottom. Other insects squirmed luminoudly across the path
infront of her.

Redburr came darting back to the party. He settled on Ferriss cloak and said, "I think | should warn
you. Theresacavefull of bugs ahead.”

"I don't mind bugs," said the girl, offended that Redburr should think she might, and trying hard not to
bend benesth hisweight. "I didn't grow up in Mamoret, you know."

The bat's black eyes glittered. "Well see. It's pretty bad up there. Y ou and Avender had better both
cover your heads with your hoods."

The Dwarves were dready following his suggestion. Lacking cloaks, they took blankets from their
packs and wrapped them around their heads and beards until only their long noses poked out. Ferris and
Avender quickly pulled up their hoods and held them tight around their faces. In front of them the lines of
pale centipedes and crickets increased across the path. A fat bat that wasn't Redburr flew out of the
darkness to snatch awinged something from the air.

They hurried on. The carpet of creeping creatures thickened. Something squished with every step, until
they could no longer hear the squashings because the chittering and churring around them had grown too
loud. Thefloor seethed with pale bubbles of scurrying bugs, dl made the more ghastly by the thin green
and ydlow lightsthat played across the teeming pile from the lamps of Snurr and Dde.

But it was much, much worse once they rounded the next turn and entered the cave beyond. Here the
dithering and scraping of the insects wasjoined by a cacophony of bats swooping and diving through the
air. Ferrisand Avender clutched their hoods closer and hardly dared breathe as they followed the
Dwarvesinto the noisome fog. All aout them the walls and floor of the cavern heaved with hegps of
pale, clicking creatures. Though the cavern was plainly much larger, their way seemed to passthrough a
low tunndl of waving wings and jiggling legs, large bats plunging back and forth between thewriggling
walls. Smal bodies thudded into their shoulders as they hurried on, hunched forward againgt the chitinous
rain. Benegth their feet the ground grew more and more dippery asaresidue of dl the thingsthey had
crushed began to thicken on the soles of their boots—or on the bottoms of the Dwarves barefeet and in
between their toes.

Halfway across the cavern Redburr, who had been hanging from the front of Ferriss cloak, could



restrain himsaf no longer. The sound of thisflying feast overcame him completely. He swooped off into
the fluttering dark beyond the weak gleam of the lamps and joined the other bats. Ferrisfelt him go but
logt Sght of him immediately as he disappeared into the swirling swarm. A heavy beetle thumped against
her cheek. She gritted her teeth and pressed on.

Sooner than they expected, but far later than they wished, they came out on the other side. A narrow
tunndl led up a steep track away from the infested cavern. For amoment the way was even worse than it
had been below. All sorts of dimy crawling things clung closdly to the wals of the narrow passage: asthe
travelers brushed past, the bugsfell off onto their necks and shoulders. A few found their way up deeves
and down collars. Ferrisfdt tiny legstickling her neck and arms. Then the worst was past and they were
back out into the clearer corridor beyond, where arelatively few beetles ill skittered acrossthe floor.
The Dwarvesthrew off their towels and everyone began to dance about as they tried to shake the
creatures out from inddetheir shirts. Small, pae things dropped to the floor in dozens.

The Shaper was still chewing when he came shooting out of the dark tunnel and settled back on
Nolo's chest. "1 hope everyone enjoyed that asmuch as| did,” he said, swallowing hislast mouthful. His
thin red tongue licked the last trace of hismed off thetip of hisflat nose.

"That'sdisgusting,” said Ferris, pulling aweevil out of her ear.

The next cave they cameto didn't seem so bad asthefirgt. After afew minutes, they |eft the narrow
tunnel and emerged onto a short beach of dark sand that ran down to an equally dark lake. Only the
lamplight reflecting on the till surface revedled where the sand ended and the water began. Smooth as
the bottom of adeep well, the lake gleamed with anicy blackness. But Daesfirst footsteps proved the
water wasn't ice. Therewas asmall splash, and aset of shalow ripples widened dowly out acrossthe
stillness beyond the shore. A sharp, sweet smell rose up from the bubbles at hisfest.

They gathered on the sand. "Thisisasfar asweve explored,” said Delven. "I don't think the water's
too deep, but there might be ahole or two out there. Be careful where you step. I'd guessthe fortressis
close by the other side. If we can't find adirect connection, I'm sure well find aplace to tunnel.”

"I'll fly on ahead and see how far it is" said Redburr.

They waited at the edge of the dark lake for hisreturn. His steady squeaking trailed behind him
through the air. Their breath fogged dightly in the damp, creating smal clouds of color asthe different
lights of the Dwarves were turned upon them. Ferris shivered, and pulled three more beetles from her
deeve

Redburr winged back out of the darkness. " There's a second passage on the other side that goes on
theway wewant," hesad. "l didn't find anything dse.”

Delven took the lead now that they were beyond the paths that Dae had followed. His golden lamp
brought no more life to the surface of the till Iake than had Dal€'s green one. They entered the water in
snglefile, the children following Dae and Nolo while Nurren and the others brought up the rear. The
lake was shallow at first, barely covering the tops of the Dwarves feet or the children's boots. But it
deepened steadily, and before they had gone far had risen close to everyone's knees. The cold stung
both Ferris and Avender as the wetness climbed their legs. Benegath their feet the water clouded asthey
dtirred the light mud on the bottom, and with the eddies came a quickening of the sweet stench they had
noticed on the beach. Nolo sniffed carefully at the smell, then ordered the children to cover their faces.
They wet their handkerchiefs with clean water from their bottles before pressing them across their mouths
and noses. Then they pushed on farther into the lake, moving their legs stiffly so asto disturb the muddy
bottom asllittle as possible. Sometimes, though, the brown silt ill swirled up to the surface, and the
stench became overpowering, a piercing odor that passed straight from the nose to the back of the eyes



likeanironnal. Andit wasicy cold, if asmell could be called cold. A smdll of coldness and crumbled
stone and death. Redburr, who had no mask, findly let go hishold on Nolo's shirt and flew up into the
hovering darkness to escape the odor. Even the Dwarves complained.

They waded on through the tugging water and, though the sound of their wading echoed in that close
space, the cavern still seemed strangely silent, asif no sound could waken the lake's deadness. Avender's
and Ferrisslegs had never stopped stinging once the water had risen above their boots; now they began
to burn where their wet trousers rubbed against them.

"My legsareredly starting to hurt," said Ferris. She had tried not to complain aslong as she could, but
now it was al she could do to keep from reaching down to rub at the burning itch.

Redburr took a deep breath and dove back down to skim close above the surface of the water. He
dipped afoot as he passed and pulled it back quickly, asif he had touched something hot. "There's
something wrong with this water besdesthe smell," he called as he passed close above their heads.

Nolo tasted adrop with his hand and grimaced. "Quick," he said, turning to Ferris. "Climb up onto my
shoulders. Nurren! Y ou carry Avender. Hurry!"

The children climbed onto the Dwarves, but the burning in their legs didn't |lessen even when they were
out of the water. "WEIl haveto run," said Nolo. "It'sill inther clothes.”

"Thisway!" Redburr darted overhead to show them the way to the other sde. "It's not far!"

They splashed on through the foul lake, no longer caring how much they churned up the poisoned
bottom in their haste to reach dry ground. Avender and Ferris clung to Nurren and Nolo with one hand
goiece, the otherstightly clutching their handkerchiefs over their mouths and noses.

At last the floor began to rise. The Dwarves rushed up the muddy beach on the other side and
dropped the children to the sand as soon as they had cleared the water. Drops splashed against the
children’'s hands and faces, stinging where they landed. Quickly they cut away their wet trousers and flung
them aside. Their legs glowed pink in the thin light of the lamps, but the burning stopped as soon asthey
had removed their sopping clothes and rubbed their legs dry with the blankets pulled from their packs.

"| should have realized what was happening sooner," said Nolo as he followed the blankets with dry
clothing. He shook his head at the children'sraw, blotchy legs, then went back to the dark lake and
examined it again with hishand. "It'ssuch athin solution | didn't recognize the smdl.”

"What isit?" asked Avender, shivering as he and Ferris pulled their only other change of clothing over
their tender legs.

"Add," said Delven.
"Moreof Their experiments” said Redburr in disgust.

Durk, who had tumbled out of Avender's pack with his blanket, couldn't refrain from chipping in. |
hope this has gotten dl the foolishness out of your system. If getting close to His place isthis hard when
He doesn't even know you're here, just imagine what it's going to be like when He does.”

"Y ou should know by now that nothing you say is going to change our minds,” said Ferris.

"Weadl haveto be careful,” warned the Shaper. "Uss—I mean He corrupts without caring, and iseven
more carelesswith what he throws away. Therésalot here that's dangerous.”

Even as he spoke, Ferris ssumbled over arock she hadn't noticed in the shadows while fastening her
skirt. Shefdl backward into asmal patch of pae puffballs growing from the dimy stonewall. Assoon as



she touched them, they exploded into a cloud of fine brown dust that burned her face and hands even
more painfully than the water in the lake. She cried out, swatting usdlesdy a the clouded air as shetried
to keep it away from her skin. Redburr was beside her in amoment, hisleathery wings fanning the
powder away. But the sting lingered anyway, and she could fed her cheek grow hot and begin to swell.
Two large tears dripped from her tightly closed eyesto draw small lines down her dirty face.

"As| just mentioned,” said Redburr, waving the last of the powder away, "we haveto be very careful.”

Avender dabbed at the reddening sores on Ferriss face with her damp handkerchief, but there was
little anyone could do to ease the soreness or the swelling. Gently he cleaned around her eyes until it was
safefor her to open them.

"Don't scratch,” he said as she reached to rub her cheek. Ferris gritted her teeth but kept her hands
away from her face.

They shouldered their packs and pushed on into the next tunndl. The pale growths thickened aong the
wallson ether side, swdling out againgt one another like compound bruises. Thelight from Nolo'slamp
caught asmdl lizard asit darted in between two of the puffballs, leaving asmal spray of fine powder
hanging in the air behind it. Above their heads the tight passage disappeared into the darkness, asif they
were traveling dong anarrow gorge that snaked back and forth between twin cliffs. Avender and Ferris
couldn't help but fed that something was about to drop down on them from above at any moment: giant
spiders, or pasties with cold, grabbing hands. Beneath their feet the rock showed completely black no
meatter which Dwarven lamp shined upon it, red or yellow, blue or green.

"Do you think it's going to get much worse?" whispered Ferris anxioudy. The burns on her face were
aready bleeding thinly, but it was dl she could do to keep herself from scratching them.

Avender nodded and trudged doggedly on.

They hadn't gone far before the passage widened out on either sde. Fine black sand covered the
floor. They had entered athird cave and, though they could see neither the roof above nor the wal on the
far 9de, it fet far larger than either of the two before. A few pae stoneslay scattered on the black
ground before them.

Delven led them on. The dark sand crunched softly underfoot. They cameto thefirst of the white
stones and found it wasn't astone at al but rather asmall skull pillowed on the sand. Beyond it they came
quickly to other bones: skulls and ribs and thighbones, and others not so easily identified. All gleamed
white againgt the black sand in the light of Nolo'slamp, but their pallor was more ghastly benesth the
green and gold of Dade and Delven.

Soon the floor was covered with them. There was no place to step except upon awrist or shin. The
Dwarves made a great racket as the bony path snapped and broke beneath their weight. Higher and
higher rose the skeletal pile, until they findly found themsalves dlimbing asmall hill of broken and fleshless
bone. Most of the whitened sticks were unrecognizable, but now and again there was one the children
knew: the skull of awalf; two fingers and a human hand. Shadows flickered like live things behind the
jumbled thighs and spines, caged by ribs and arm bones. Huge skulls of creatures not even Redburr
could name stared out a them from deep within the piles. Some had huge, flat foreheads and empty eyes,
others, great long jaws with rows of sharp and broken teeth. The children shuddered at the sight of them.
Oncethey had been creatures out of nightmare or the darkest woods, but even in death they lost none of
their power to provoke terror.

The dope grew steeper asthey climbed; they had to pull themsalves up the last few yards with hands
and feet. Loose bones knocked free by their passing did down the mound beside them, and the Dwarves
had to be careful to put their weight on only the heaviest and strongest pieces. But the children had little



difficulty. The bonesfelt smooth and cold beneath their hands, like dead branches stripped of dl their
bark.

Redburr flew on ahead but said nothing of what he found when he returned. He clung to the back of
Nolo's knapsack asthe rest of the company climbed onto the rounded top of the brittle pile. Just out of
reach above their heads was the cavern celling. In the middle, centered above the hill of bones, adark
hole opened in the rock. The Dwarven lamps showed nothing of what lay beyond.

"We can't go any farther thisway," said the Shaper. His voice was muffled by the closeness of the
rock overhead.

"Have you aready explored the passage?’ asked Nolo.

"No," answered Redburr tersaly. "And I'm not going to, either. There are watchers up there, without a
doubt. We may dready have cometoo close.”

"Then why didn't you stop usfrom climbing up?" asked Delven.

"If they can hear us here, they'd have heard us down below,” answered the Shaper. "Aslong aswe
don't try to go any further | think they'll believe were just afew pasties come to pick among the bones.”

"What kind of watchers arethey?' asked Ferrisin awhisper.

Redburr shrugged his folded wings. "Who knows?' he said. "It could be the stone itsalf. Now that I've
met Durk I'm not sure what the limits are to what They can do. But thisway will not be unguarded.”

"There must be other tunnelsin therock,” said Nolo. "And we can dways dig our way in."
"| think it'stimewe go look for them.”

Carefully they descended the far side of the pile. The Dwarves were of the opinion that the fissure they
had followed into the cavern most likely continued on in that direction. Sure enough, once they had
crossed a second stretch of black sand and left the last of the bones behind, they came to another split in
the sde of the cave wdll. Only thistime the path was narrower and the sand continued benegth their feet.
The pae puffbals grew closely here, and quivered asthe lizards among them scattered back to thewall
at the approach of the Dwarven lamps.

Nolo took Delven's place at the front of the company. Hiswhite lamp lit the narrowing passage. They
came to a place where the path became no more than anarrow crevice between the walls, their further
progress blocked by the swollen fungi.

Nolo took hisshort knife from his belt. "Nurren," he said. "Take Ferris and Avender back behind that
last turn. The rest of uswill clear the passage so we can go on.”

Nurren led the children back around the bend. Redburr joined them, hanging from Avender's cloak.
They listened asthe other Dwarves hacked away through the bulging growths. The hollow thump!
thump! of the bursting puffballs sounded alot like Hern cleaning rugs on the back porch of the Manor.
For amoment the children found the darkness unbearable, as memories of green grass and blue skies
welled up for both of them. Avender wished he could be up front with Nolo flailing avay a something;
Ferrisjust wished she were home. Then the sound was over and quiet fell back over the passage once
more.

Nolo summoned them after the stinging dust had settled. His face and beard were shrouded in pale
brown powder, asif he had spent along day carving dirty marble, like Dwvon among his blocks of
stone. Beyond the mushrooms the passage narrowed to afissure in the rock, tighter and darker than any
hole they had yet crawled into in the Stoneways. Even the children had to turn sidewaysto enter, and



they were not nearly as broad as Snurr, who was the thinnest of the Dwarves. The passage was too
narrow for Redburr to fly, which meant they would have to wait until they got there to find out what lay at
the other end. The Shaper crawled insde Avender's knapsack aongside Durk and did his best to keep
from being crushed againgt the rock as the boy squeezed hisway aong.

They inched like worms through the stone. Benegth their feet alayer of fine sand filled the space
between thewalls, but overhead the empty blackness rose beyond the gleam of the lamps. They shuffled
forward for awhile one step at atime, their hands resting on the rough wall close beside their cheeks.
Then they began to climb. Thefissure continued on into the darkness as they pulled themsalves upwards
by fingers and toes. Behind them the other wall pressed closely upon their backs. Small stonesrattied
down around their heads: the Dwarves were working to widen the path above. They clambered up
through the crevice like spiders on awall; more than once Avender and Ferris wished they had aweb to
cling to, or anything that was easer than the hard and biting stone.

They had been climbing for some time when they met Nolo waiting for them aong theway. Their
fingers ached from clinging to the tiny ledges and they were glad of the chanceto rest, wedged tightly
between the crevicewalls.

"Were dmost there," said Nolo. His lamp seemed to gleam more brightly in the cramped darkness.
"Delven and the others are widening the rest of theway."

The sound of steady digging scratched above their heads. A constant shower of rock rattled down into
the depths beside them. Redburr poked his head out of Avender's knapsack and frowned when he saw
therewas dtill no placefor himtofly.

"It'sonething for Durk to ridein here," he complained. "He can't smother. Are wethere yet? | think
you've broken two of my ribs."

"The fissurestoo narrow for any of usjust above," said Nolo. He pointed up past hishead ashe
spoke. "But there's an artificia passage close beyond. It won't be hard to carve out the rest of the way."

The word soon came back that Delven had broken through to the other passage. Nolo climbed on
ahead but returned at once with the news that they had reached the fortress at last. Ussene, remote and
terriblefor so long, lay open in the darkness ahead. Its distant dangers were now close and redl. Ferris
and Avender exchanged glances, wondering at their foolishnessin journeying so far on so impossible an
errand, even with Redburr and the Dwarvesto guide them. Evil and wretchedness awaited them in

Ussene, especialy in its deepest parts.

Redburr, his head sill poking out the top of Avender's knapsack, sensed their dismay. "Don't worry,"
he said. "We're not expected. With any luck well be gone before they even know we're here”

They passed the Shaper up from hand to hand until he was able to fly off into the new passage. He
returned in amoment with the news that they had discovered a deserted section of the dungeons. The
passage was quite empty. The Dwarves quickly widened their opening; then everyone climbed the last
few short feet into the fortress. The way was so narrow they had to remove their packs and hand them
along ahead before they were able to squeeze up through the hole in the floor. Avender'sthroat tightened
when it was histurn as he remembered being buried beneath the rock dide. Then his head came clear on
the other Sde, and Nolo's strong hands pulled him out and onto hisfest.

The lamps swung in nervous arcs around the soot-blackened walls. The Dwarves had cut their
opening in thefloor closeto one side, where it might easily be hidden behind the loose rubble that lined
the passage. Clearly it was a passage, though not one dug by Dwarves. Bryddin tunnels were always
smooth underfoot, but this one was rough and uneven, a place anyone might trip were they not careful
about where they put their feet. The walls were also rough, and pale growths clung to the cracks. But at



least there were no puffballs. Avender sniffed the air. It was different from the smell of the caves below,
but no better. Soot and rottenness combined here as if something dead had been rubbed around in cold
cinders before being | eft to decay nearby.

"Where arewe?' asked Ferris as she followed Avender up out of the hole.

Redburr shrugged hisleathery wings. " Some wretched pit. | think were ill along way from the light
of day. If itisday up there."

"It'sday," Nolo assured them. Nothing ever seemed to shake his sense of time.
"Which way do we go?'

At Ferriss question Avender looked |eft and right. The corridor extended in both directions, and the
boy could see no difference either way. The rough black walls swallowed the lamplight no matter which
way helooked. It wasimpossible to see what might lie even afew strides off.

"The stone groansin both directions,” said Delven. He looked doubtfully at Redburr and Nolo. The
Bryddin had gotten them as far as the dungeons and now it was their part to lead the party farther.

"Maybe | should do alittle more exploring,” suggested the Shaper. "There's probably a guardroom or
something nearby.”

Nolo nodded. Bits of rock and brown dust dropped from hisbeard. "That's agood idea. Thistunnel
doesn't seem to be used much. Well wait heretill you come back.”

"Maybeyoull find Reiffen,” suggested Ferris, voicing ahope shared by the entire company. It made
sense that the Three would keep their prisoner in their deepest, safest dungeon. Safest, that is, except for
burglarsfrom below.

"It'swhat I've hoped from the sart,” confessed the bat. "WEell be gone before they even know it, if |
do."

So everyone waited once again while Redburr flew off to sound out the dungeon around them. Nolo
sent Gorr and Snurr cautiously down the passage after him to stand guard. But he made everyone else
remain where they were, so they would be closeto their only path of escapeif they were discovered.
The Dwarves passed the time waiting for Redburr's return in fashioning a stone door to cover their
opening inthewall. Avender took Durk out of his knapsack, then he and Ferris sat together with their
backsto the other wall and watched the Bryddin at their work. Durk, once he redlized he was back in
the fortress, went into a deep sulk and refused to say aword.

When Redburr did return he camein arush, hissmall chest heaving. He clung to Nolo's cloak and
caught hisbreath. Gorr and Snurr followed behind as fast asthey could, not understanding they were
supposed to remain on guard. Nolo had to ask them to return to their postsin case anyone was following
behind them. For afew moments more Redburr huffed and puffed, while the rest of the company
gathered impatiently to hear histale.

"It'sokay," he finally managed to gasp. "No one'sfollowingme. . . . | flew asfast asl could. . . to
make sure the guards couldn't keep up with me. U—" The Shaper caught himsalf as he noticed Avender
holding Durk. "I mean the Three must keep Their soldiers on pretty closerations, or they'd never have
been so quick to try and make ameal out of abat.”

"What did you find?" asked Nolo.

"We're definitely in the dungeons, at the end of awarren of cdlls. The corridor turns up ahead. There
are afew more branchings, then it comesto acentral guardroom. | found afew cells along the way, but



not many. Some are occupied, but Reiffen'snot in any of them. Therésagtair leading up out of the
guardroom, and two other tunnelsi'd guess are alot like thisone. But | didn't have a chanceto explore
them because the guards were after me as soon as| entered the room. | was wondering why | didn't hear
any other bats down here.”

"How many guards?' asked Nolo.
"Three. At least threethat | saw. Armed to the teeth, too. They fired crossbows at me."
"Werethey darmed to seeyou?"

"No. They just wanted to eat me." Redburr scratched his belly comfortably with one of hisclaws.
"That was quite clear from their disappointment when | escaped. Thelast | heard they were kicking each
other for getting in each other's way. Cave chicken, that's what they called me."

"Maybe Durk can tell uswherewe are," suggested Ferris. But Durk continued to ignore dl attempts at
persuading him to speak. Finally Nolo picked him up and threatened to dash him to pieces againgt the
ground and use what was |eft to line the inside of hisforge. The ssonewisdly decided his present danger
was worse than anything yet threatening him from the Three, and broke his sillence.

"Fing" hesaid glumly. "I'll tell youwhat | can. It might help if you told me what you'relooking for."
"We'relooking for our friend,” said Ferris.

"What sort of friend? If he's as mad asyou, They've probably got him breaking rocks with histeeth, or
some equaly impossible task.”

"He'sachild, likethese two,” explained Redburr. "And he's the heir to the thrones of both Mamoret
and Rimwich."

"The heir to both? My, your friend isimportant.” The more Durk talked, the more it seemed to
Avender and Ferristhat heforgot hisfear of the Three. "All the more reason for usto leave now, while
we gtill can. Anyone that important is bound to be closely guarded. They won't leave him down here.
He's probably Upstairs, where They can keep an eye on him Themselves. And since when did Rimwich
and Mamoret get so chummy asto sharean heir?

"It'salong story," said Ferris. "But Reffenisthered her, evenif hisuncle pretends heisnt.”
"Royd unclesarealot likethat. You seeit dl thetimein the best tragedies:

'Oh cursed fool! That | should live to see

A brother's son in gifts of state raised o'er me!'

Asyou can probably tdl, I've played many noble kingsin my long career. People say | have anatura
ar of command. That'sfrom Durber's The Bloody Regent."

"I've seenit," said Redburr. "We don't need to hear any more of it now."

"Redly," sniffed therock. "Y ou continue to show me no consideration at dl, even after asking my
help."

"When we rescue Reiffen,” said Avender, "you can recite dl the poetry you want."
"Thank you, Avender. | knew there was something specia about you thefirst time | heard you speak.”
Nolo frowned. "None of thisismuch help," he said. "I had hoped the boy might be hidden some place



where we might be able to dig him out easly. And that Durk might help us narrow down the possibilities.”

"That iscrud,” said Durk. "I've told you everything | know. It'snot asif | had the run of the place,
evenwhen | had legs.”

"We should be ableto find your friend, dl the same," said Dd-ven. "I don't think three guardswill give
us much trouble. When were through with them we can search dl thelevels until wefind him."

"No fighting,” said Redburr. "Not aslong aswe can help it. Even with seven Bryddin there are only ten
of us, against who knows how many of them. Thisisther fortress. That's one of the reasons we chose to
sneek in through Bryddlough in thefirgt place.”

"Theres nothing for it but to stick to our origind plan,” agreed Nolo. "Make aslittle fuss as possible,
both on the way in and out. Redburr will just have to get past the guards and explore the rest of the
dungeon. It might take awhile, but helll find where Reiffen'sbeing held eventudly.”

"It might take me along time," said Redburr. "And the longer it takes me, the more chance the rest of
you'll be discovered. Then thered be dmost no possibility of rescuing the boy."

"That'sthefirst bit of sensel've heard from any of you yet," said Durk.

"I don't see what other choice we have." Nolo rubbed his chin unhappily. "1 wasredly counting on
them keeping him down here in the dungeons where it would be one, two, three and we'd have him right

"W, thereis another way," said the Shaper. "I haven't wanted to bring it up before, becauseit's
dangerous. Especidly for the children. But | thought al aong there was going to be another reason to
bring them with us besidesrecognizing Reiffen.”

Everyone turned to Redburr. He had flown up from Nolo's chest to hang from asmall ledge on the
wall, hiseyes on alevd with the circle of Dwarves around him. But Redburr wasn't looking at the
Dwarves. He was|ooking at Ferris and Avender, who were still crouched out of sight along the base of
thewall. They didn't know whét to think: what his plan might be or what it was the Shaper was about to
ask of them. Ferris had been certain this would happen, and that in the end there would be a bigger part
for her to play; but Avender fdt only ahollow warinessin the pit of his ssomach. He gathered himsdlf to
accept whatever he was asked to do.

"I've dwaysfound,” said the Shaper, "that when trying to snesk past Hern into the kitchensfor alittle
something to eat, it'salot easier to get around if you look like you're supposed to be there.”

Delven frowned and tugged his beard. "Why would anyone have to snesk into kitchensfor food? |an't
that what kitchensarefor?"

Nolo patted him on the shoulder. "Redburr,” he said, "is completely outsde the experience of Bryddin,
and requires awhole new et of rules.”

They listened as the Shaper outlined his plan. When he was done Nolo shook his head and gave awry
amile

"l likeit," hesaid.

"Youwould," said Delven. "Now that I've learned something about humans, | think you're haf a
humean yoursdf.”



18
Carrot and Stick

Y ou're not eating enough.”

Reiffen didn't bother to look up. Fornoch appeared in the Library the way he aways did, without a
sound and without using the door. Not for the first time the boy wondered how the Wizard could move
from place to place ignoring doors and wals. No matter how hard Reiffen tried to Slenceit, part of him
wished he could do the same. Ossdonc had needed the henge to bring him back to the fortress, but
Fornoch seemed to require no such device.

"Do you wish anew servant?' the Wizard asked. Though nothing cast a shadow in that oddly lit room,
Reiffen could tell Fornoch was standing right behind him. The Wizard was as conspicuous as a
thunderstorm. "'l know Molio used to bring you food to spare you the embarrassment of dining with the
daves"

"Molio wasn't my servant. Hewas my friend."

"In Ussene a servant is more useful than afriend. | suggest you find aservant. If you persist in not
eating, Ossdonc might decide to amuse himself by trying to see what sort of food repel s you most.”

Reiffen kept hisface in hisbook, though he had given up trying to read the moment Fornoch arrived.
Since Malio's degth, the Wizard had visited him much more often than before. Reiffen was sure that
meant the Wizard believed he was weakening. He knew it himsalf, but somehow the knowledge that
Fornoch thought the same bol stered the boy's stubbornness. Theideathat the Wizard might have been
right al along wastoo terrible to bear.

Fornoch crossed the room to the spider. Reiffen guessed the cregture had been waiting eagerly for
Fornoch's touch from the moment the Wizard arrived. At leadt, thought Reiffen to himself, he il had
enough self-respect to keep from greeting his master like an excited dog.

"Do you truly believe you and the spider are the same?’
Reiffen flinched, as he dways did when he thought Fornoch was reading his mind.

"The spider has no choice. Your lot is different. Y ou can choose to be master or dave. The spider,
unfortunately, has no understanding of such ditinctions. In the face of greater power it can only submit.
Or be crushed.”

In the slencethat followed, Reiffen found himsalf wondering if Fornoch had actualy crushed his pet. It
would be just the sort of random cruelty he expected from the Wizards, though Fornoch had dways
seemed better than his brothers. The boy turned to look, but the creature was still plucking happily at the
web gringswith dl eight feet.

Fornoch ceased his petting. The spider stopped quivering, asif stunned by its master'sdisregard. The
Wizard spoke again.

"Perhaps you need a demongtration of the sort of power that might be yours.”
Heheld out hishand. It was the most nestly groomed hand Reiffen had ever seen, nailstrimmed evenly



without a speck of dirt. The boy hesitated. The memory of Ossdonc's crud grip cametoo easily to his
mind.

"l am not my brother," Fornoch reminded him. "1 believe in the carrot aswell asthe stick. Come. | will
show you many things."

Stll struggling within himsdlf, Reiffen accepted the Wizard's clasp. The hand was dry and strong. A
feding of security washed over the boy for thefirst time sinceleaving Vaing. Thetensonin his shoulders
eased.

Setting hisjaw firmly, he forced himsdlf not to trust the Wizard.

Fornoch didn't bother to notice his stubbornness. " The spell isnot difficult,” he explained. ™Y ou would
learn it easily, given the proper ingtruction. | need not even speak aword.”

Theworld changed. Reiffen couldn't tell if he actudly felt anything or if the sensation was only the
suddenness of the trangition. One moment hewasin the Library; the next hewas at thetop of a
mountain. Dead brown hills stretched around him; adab of smooth stone supported hisfeet. Gray clouds
made alow ceiling of the sky. Then, before he could get his bearings, the scene shifted again. Reiffen
recognized the enormous room where he had first met the Three. Thistime he stood on the dais beside
Ussaissthrone. The vast chamber stretched empty everywhere he looked, the circling pillars silent
guards againgt the outer world.

Another shift, and another. The scenes spun on and on. From room to room they whirled through the
fortress, from dungeon to garret again and again. In the kitchen they were gone before the busy daves
noticed their arriva; in abarracks the lounging soldiers|egpt to their feet at once. Often the Wizard took
them from light to dark and back to light again; in the unlit rooms Reiffen's eyes couldn't adjust quickly
enough to see.

He guessed that was just aswell. Some of what he saw in the lit rooms would have been better left
unseen. But in other places the Wizard showed him chambersfilled with gold and jewels, or marvelous
creatures with necks or noses longer than aman, or objects as curious asthosein the Library. The rooms
flashed regularly before him like sheep to a pen, none receiving more time than any other. Each vist
lasted long enough for aquick glimpse, ahint and nothing more, before the Wizard moved them on.
Reffen redized, as unimagined caves and passages paraded past his view, that until now he had seen
only avery small part of thefortress.

They finished at the Library. Reiffen was glad the Wizard hadn't brought them to the Front Window.
They stood asthey |eft, near the spider, which had retreated to a corner of itsweb. At the Wizard's
return it hurried forward again, dl eight legswaving franticaly.

Fornoch dropped Reiffen's hand. "Do you see how easy it can be?' he said. "Not quite so easy for
you, perhaps. The magic is hidden degper in your blood than it isin mine. Y ou might haveto leave a part
of yoursdlf behind to travel long distances quickly, but | am certain you will be able to magter the
necessary skill. The choiceisyours.”

Reiffen made no reply. He had no wish to tell the Wizard how the tour had thrilled him, how he wished
he, too, could dance across the world. But the Wizard recognized his fascination.

"Do not take too long to make your decision,” Fornoch advised.
"I've dready made my decison,”" sad Reffen stubbornly.
"Haveyou?'



A thin smile curled up one sde of Fornoch's face like the last wisp of smoke from a burnt-out fire.
Reiffen wished he could jump up and shout that he had, that nothing the Wizards might do would ever
make him change his mind, but he knew that wasn't true. Every day he felt weaker, in spirit aswell as
body. If he wasn't esting, it was because some part of him was hoping he would waste away before the
last of hisresistancefindly folded in the face of his bleak despair. He couldn't close his eyes without
seeing Molio'sface spinning through the sky; he couldn't see acandle drip wax without remembering the
smdlest splash on thelittle man's spattered coat. Not once had he been back to visit the Front Window
since he had lain crying on the cold stone floor. His cell and the Library were the only places he could
stand to be for any amount of time, and even in his cell he could hardly deep. Instead he waited out the
long hours with the door closed to the corridor outside, not knowing whether it was night or day on the
surface of theworld, or whether he cared.

"My brothers are beginning to lose patience," said Fornoch after atime. ™Y ou have aready held out
longer than | expected. Gresat kings have shown lessfortitude. But strength of mind does not impress my
brothers, unlessthey can useit for their own purposes. Y ou must choose, and quickly, or they will make
your choicefor you."

When Reiffen still made no reply, Fornoch's face grew cold. Thefire of hisinterest ppeared to die
away. "Very well. Perhaps you have made up your mind. | had thought the first |lesson you received from
my brother would have taught you the error of obstinacy, but it appears that has not been the case. |
should have expected stubbornness from a child. Perhaps another treatment will have more effect.”

The Wizard turned, his gray robe brushing the floor. For the first time he actualy used the door, which
gprang open at agesture from his hand. Reiffen followed, knowing that was what was wanted of him. He
didn't even think about remaining behind.

Down they went through the dim tunnels. With Ossdonc, Reiffen had been dragged likeasmall child,
hiswrist caught in the Wizard's grip. Fornoch, however, had no need for force. For thefirst timeit
occurred to him that the Gray Wizard, long thought by the world to be the weakest of the Three, was
actually more powerful than Ossdonc. And maybe more powerful than Ussals, too. Usseiswould have
compelled Reiffen to follow him, theway he had forced him to murder hisfriend. Fornoch had not even
asked.

They passed the guardroom where Reiffen had been jeered when he had goneto help Rib. Thistime
there were no jests, only respect and bows. The tunnel beyond was dark as night. Fornoch spoke a spell
and alight appeared in the air behind him. A light to guide Reiffen, not the Wizard. They descended
through an open space so huge the boy couldn't seewalls or ceiling, then passed across awide stone
floor to atunnd beneath alow galery. Reiffen wasn't sure, but he thought he saw the mouths of other
tunnelson aeither sde.

The way curved back and forth. The light behind the Wizard's back was barely enough to show the
dirty rock at Reiffen'sfeet. Sowly the boy became aware of aheavy odor filling the thick air, asmell of
filthy boots roasting on asmoking fire. The passage wound on without a break, neither ascending nor
descending, until &t last it came out in another large room. The Wizard's light went out.

Whether it waslarger or smaller than the first Reiffen couldn't tell, but the edges of this room were
clearly marked by dull red firesthat glowed in large hearths around the walls. A band of darknesscircled
the space between the outer fires and the only other light in the room, a pool of pale white radiance that
fdl in awidening circlefrom asmal point in the calling far above. As Fornoch led Reiffen closer, he saw
that the light was like that from the moon &t its brightest, casting the faintest of shadows. B, if it was
moonlight, the moon that cast it was long dead. In the center, seated on a stone bench like the one he had
sat upon when Reiffen first met him, loomed Ussas, bathed in the empty glow. Hisdark eyeswerelost in
shadow; his nose protruded from his hidden face like the beak of apallid bird.



Fornoch halted outside the circle of sickly moonlight. Reiffen stopped beside him. A large hand fell
heavily on the boy's shoulder and pushed him forward. Reiffen flinched as he came into the light, but it
didn't seem to harm him. Inside, however, he found he could see Usseils more clearly. The Wizard's dark
eyesglittered, like agreedy monarch'swith something fine and rare findly within his grasp.

"Still unconvinced?" Ussaiss voice seemed to drip from hisfingers as he brought his hands out from
thefolds of hisrobe. Something large moved restlessly at the back of theroom. "It isas| have

expected.”

With hisleft hand, the Wizard beckoned Reiffen forward. Given hislast experience with Ussals,
Reiffen wasn't asinclined to obey as he was with Fornoch. Usseiss face tightened; he repeated the
motion. Reiffen legpt forward asif kicked from behind. The Wizard'slarge hand closed around his throat.

"You will obey," headmonished. "Or thisfoolishnesswill end.”

Reiffen felt asif he were suspended in aniron collar. He had no trouble bresthing, and could even
swalow. But beyond the confines of his own skin he couldnt move amuscle.

"Givemeyour hand."

Thistime Reiffen did ashewastold. Usseisreleased hishold. In the large pam of the White Wizard,
Reffen's hand looked smdler than a child's. Taking the boy's wrist between hisfingerslike atwig, Ussais
examined the hand closely. More than once Reiffen was certain he felt the Wizard's probing glance asa
wave of heat washing across his fingers, or an unseen thread rubbing againgt histhumb.

The Wizard dropped the boy'sarm. "Go to the table," he said.

Reiffen looked in the direction Usseisindicated but saw nothing. Nonetheless, Reiffen walked in that
direction. Passing out of the pae circle, he found himself beside astonetable. In the dim light beyond the
moonshine he couldn't be sure, but he thought the table was made of the same stuff asthe hengein the
High Bavadars. As he waited for whatever came next, he felt himsdf dmaost missing that high meadow,
and the pool below where Mindrell had let them rest. Hisfear then was nothing to what he felt now. And
yet, in hisweariness, hewas amost glad histime had come. Ussels might do what he would, but at |east
Reiffen would have the satisfaction of knowing he hadn't given in, no matter how tempting the carrot, or
crud the stick.

The light brightened once again. Ussais had joined him at the table, bringing his magic moonbeam with
him.

"Put your right hand on the stone.”

Again, Reiffen did as he was told. The table was cold as night beneath his palm. Ussais produced a
amal slver-bladed knife, aknife that would have looked norma sized in Reiffen'shand. A shiver dipped
acrossthe boy's shoulders; it took al hisremaining nerve to keep from pulling back hisarm. The knife
gleamed asif it had never been used before. The Wizard turned to hisvictim, hisblack eyes drinking up
every last drop of Reiffen'sfright. With hisright hand he clamped Relffen'sarm to the table. With his|eft
holding the sllver knife, Ussais bent close above the stone, his shoulder blocking Reiffen'sview.

But Reiffen didn't have to wait long to learn what the Wizard was doing. Not that he couldn't have
guessed anyway. As cold swesat began to break out on hisforehead, a high scream broke from his throat,
piercing the moonlight and vanishing in the vast darkness above. Searing pain shot upward from his hand.
By thetimeit reached his chest the shock amost stopped his heart. Nor did the pain ease but went on
and on, asif the Wizard wasn't actualy cutting anything with his silver blade but only inflicting hurt.
Indeed, that was what Reiffen thought as his mind findly forced itsway through hisagony in an attempt to



understand why the agony wasn't going away. Rather it increased, and with such intengity that Reiffen
eventually had no other sensation but pain. The moonlight vanished; he didn't hear his screams. In ablaze
of sobbing torment, he suffered alone.

It ended.

Reiffen found himsdf on hisknees, hisarm twisted painfully a elbow and shoulder as his hand was il
held upon the table. Usseiss white robe siwayed close beside hisface, the fabric soft asapillow asit
brushed his gasping cheek. Reiffen's hair was plastered to hisforehead asif he had been playing in the
ran.

Ussais released hisarm.

"Now for the other hand," he said.

When they were done, Reiffen dumped exhausted on the ground, his back againgt atable leg. Shadowy
shapes moved againgt the flickering red firesalong the far walls. Usseiss arc of moonlight was gone;
Reiffen couldn't recall whether the Wizard had left or merely moved to another part of the room. Tired to
death though he was, Relffen floated in ablissful haze, free of pain. Something was different, though he
couldn't remember what.

"Canyourise?'

Reffen blinked, trying to refocus his eyesto the dark. An enormous shadow loomed above him.
Ussais? No. Ussaiss voice was thicker. Reiffen didn't fed like held fallen into abarre of dops—it
couldn't be Usseis. Ossdonc didn't wear robes, so it had to be Fornoch.

"Y ou do not want to remain here, Reiffen.” Fornoch's voice was amost comforting. ™Y ou are not yet
ready. And when Ussais returns he might decide to remove your thumbs aswell."

With agtart, Reiffen's head began to clear. He rose to one knee and put out a hand to steady himself.
A sharp click sounded as his fingers touched the stone. He brought his handsto hisface, but the light was
too dim to see what had made the clicking sound. Both hislittle fingers throbbed, the pain replaced by
the dull fed of blood rushing round the edges of awound.

"I will not carry you." Fornoch spoke athird time, his voice patient even when hisintent wasto hurry
the boy along. "1 will guide you, but you must walk yoursdlf. Thisisnot asafe part of my brother's
fortressand it is best not to use magic here unless forced to do so.”

With effort, Reiffen pulled himsdlf erect. Hislittle fingers clicked again asthey touched the table.
Whatever was on hisfingers, it didn't fed like rings. As Fornoch turned and strode off acrossthe hall, the
boy felt dong his hands. Cold meta met histouch. He recalled the thimbles his mother and Andlawore
on the ends of their fingers when they worked their embroidery or stitched historn trousers. Something
samilar capped each of hislittle fingers, though the meta felt like cold iron rather than the warm gold his
mother used. Still wondering what had been done to him, he hurried after the tall figure of the Wizard
before Fornoch'slong strides carried him out of sight.

Not until they were back Upstairs did the Wizard speak to him again. Reiffen was dmost too tired to
listen. For once his rough bed looked asinviting as adown mattressin winter. The long climb back to the
upper reaches of the fortress had exhausted the last of his strength. He fell heavily onto the hard mattress
and lay on his ssomach with his palms up dong his sides. Fornoch'slong shadow filled the room asthe
Wizard stooped in the doorway .



"Remember what | have said about leaving part of yoursdlf behind." The Wizard's voicefilled the room
like awhisper of wind. "Should you ever wish to return, al you must do is say theword.”

Wondering why he would ever wish to return, but lacking the strength to continue defying the Wizard,
Reffen fdl into adeep as deep asdrowning.

He dreamed he was deep beneath the waters of the lake. Nokken, rolling silently through the black
water, watched him from a distance. Above his head a shimmer of light showed the surface. He reached
as high as he could, but the light was dipping away. He felt himsdf sinking dowly, like apeain aglass of
oil. Desperatdy hetried to swim, but nothing he did brought him closer to the light. The sky grew farther
and farther away.

Something glimmered just beyond the line between lake and air. A face. Avender'sface. Reiffen
reached for hisfriend, but hisfriend did nothing. The water between them illed. Reiffen found himsdlf
wondering how they had come to be switched. Avender was the one who had drowned. Reiffen reached
for hisfriend again, but till the other failed to return the gesture. Avender stared impassively, asif content
to watch Reiffen dip away. Hisfear growing, Reiffen caled out, but al he got for histroublewasa
mouthful of lake water. He began to cough: deep, racking coughs that coursed through histhroat and
chest. Avender did nothing. Frantically Reiffen tried to claw hisway back to the surface. The water
turned to crumbling earth, and the sky above shrank to asingle crown of blue above Avender's head.
Then it disappeared.

He woke coughing. Spasms shook his chest as he gasped for breath. His wounded fingers throbbed,
and he amost chipped atooth on one of the thimbles when he put his hand too quickly to his mouth. Too
tired to attempt anything else, he fell back once more upon the bed as soon as hisfit had passed. His
choices, like his strength, were quickly fading.

Hewondered if he should givein. He was never going to escape, never be rescued. The walls of
Ussene were too thick and too well guarded for even Redburr to get through. If he didn't submit, Ussals
would compel him to obey anyway, and then who knew whom he'd be forced to kill? At least if he did
what the Wizards asked, Ussais had told him he might save hisfriends.

Hetried to persuade himsdf that life with the Wizards wouldn't be so bad. Ferris, he was sure, would
love learning magic as much as he. They could fly across the world together, from Mamoret to Vaing.

Avender would never have understood, but then what Avender thought didn't much matter anymore.

He wished he were back home, with nothing to decide but whether to go for aswim or asail. A
week'sworth of deep waswhat he wanted most now. And maybe an afternoon in aboat running before
asouthern breeze, with Skimmer plunging through the lake beside him and Ferris singing into the teeth of
thewind:

"Wind and lake!
Sky and peak!
The breezes blow! The mast goes creak!"

A smadll sob escaped histhroat. Vaing was asfar away as Mamoret. Farther, even, when he
remembered that it was to Mamoret the Wizards wanted to take him, to make him king. Vaing he might
never seeagaina al.

Weariness pulled at his heart the way fear and anger had before. There was nothing left to be afraid of;
his anger had long since worn away. Now dl he wanted was afew minutes of peace, afull night'sdeep,
and no dreamsto plague him.



Had he thought the Wizards could give him that, he would have yielded to them in amoment.

19
Redburr's Reason

Before Redburr winged off aone into the dungeon for the last time, he took Ferrisand Avender with him
into one of the cells. The room was small and cramped, with barely enough space for ether of the
children to stand, and smelled horribly even though it didn't gppear to have been used in along time.

"I'll meet you here when | come back,” he said from his perch upside-down on the heavy, barred
door. He turned to Nolo, who was waiting outside. "Y ou'd better take their knapsacks.”

"Why can't we have our knapsacks?' asked Ferris.

"Y ou're supposed to be prisoners, not casud travelers, that's why." Redburr scowled at her for not
figuring the reason out hersdlf.

"At least they're good and pale.” Nolo peered closdly at their faces. Hislamp shone weekly in their
eyes. "Good and grubby, too. If Hern saw either of them now, you and I'd sure catch it, Redburr. Do
you think their clothes should be alittle more torn?”

"We can take care of that." Ferris started ripping the hem of her cloak, glad to have something to do
other than be nervous. Reluctantly Avender reached for hisown.

Redburr stopped them. ™Y ou're dirty enough aready. And the swelling in your face helps, too, Ferris.
Don't overdo it."

He went back outside to the Dwarf. The two spoke together for atime; then the Shaper finaly flew
off. Thelast light leaking in through the open door from Nolo'slamp disappeared; the deep night of the
Under Ground settled over the children completely. Ferris and Avender sat down close together on the
floor at the back of their filthy cell.

They left the doorway open. Through it they heard occasional muffled sounds of the Dwarvesworking
farther back down the passage, carving new tunnels and secret ways between the cells. "No telling when
we might be back,” Nolo explained once when he popped his head in to check on them. "Might aswell
add some touches of our own before we go."

Ferrisand Avender wore away the hourswaiting for Redburr by filling Durk in on everything that had
happened in the many years since he had been taken by Ussene. He was amazed to learn that the Three
had actually been defeated just before the children were born, and took heart when told that Dwarves
were imperviousto magic. "Fascinating," he said. "'l don't suppose you could persuade Nolo to be the
oneto carry me, could you?'

Ferrisfrowned. "Y ou are the mogt selfish person I've ever met,” she said. "Avender's the one who
found you. HeEs your friend. Don't you have any loydlty a al?"

Somehow the rock made asniffing sound, asif to suggest he could care less about Ferriss suspicions.
But Avender said, "Leave him aone, Ferris. I'm scared, too. Aren't you?"

"Of coursel am. But being scared doesn't keep me from doing what I'm supposed to."



"Madam, you wrong me," said the stone iffly. "To aid the heir of Mamoret and Rimwich isatask no
loya subject could possibly shirk. Were there anything | could do, rest assured | would do my duty. But
| am amere chip. A pebble. Did you wish to build adam or lay the foundation of amighty fortress, then
perhaps| might be of some smdl service. But asfor invading Their innermost keep, | fear thereis nothing
| candoto hdpyou."

"If I could think of something, I'd makeyou do it," said Ferris.

"And | should happily comply. But asthereisnat, | think it best for all concerned | take my place with
Nolo, or that Nurren fellow. He seems a steady chap.”

Nolo would hear of no changesto the plan when they asked him. "Redburr said for Durk to stay with
you, lad. We don't need him down here, and he's the only one who's been Upstairs. He might end up
being useful. I'm sorry, stone, but that's the way it hasto be."

Durk fussed and fumed, but there was nothing he could say to change Nolo's mind. Inthe end
Avender wrapped the sonein his handkerchief and stuffed himin his pocket to keep him quiet. They
could till hear his muffled complaints but fooled him into complete silence by pretending that Redburr
was about to return. When enough time had passed for that to be obvioudy not true, the stone just
sulked.

Snurr and Delven were on guard when Redburr findly did come back Downgtairs. The two Dwarves
sensed the Shaper in the corridor almost as soon as he left the guardroom and hurried back to tell the
others. Nolo took one last look at the children before he shut them into their cell and barred the door
behind him.

For atime everything was slent. Fear and excitement sparked the children's hearts. The darkness
wrapped around them. They felt empty and aone, asif the whole world had been drained away, though
they knew the Dwarves had | eft off their work and were waiting to rescue them ingtantly if anything
unplanned should happen. Ferris reached for Avender's hand, to make certain he was there. He was glad
shedid.

At last they heard voices approaching along the corridor. A thin crack of light appeared at the bottom
of the door. The voices were followed by the sound of footsteps, and the rough squeak of leather and
rugty chain.

"Herésthe one," said anasty voice from beyond the door. "But theres nothin' in there, | tell you.
Therean't nobody in this section.”

Then Redburr spoke. "I don't know nothin' about it," he said in avoice much rougher than normal.
Ferris squeezed Avender's hand anxioudy. "The Bosses sent meto pick up a couple prisoners, so that's
what I'm doin'. If there's nobody here, it ain't my problem. Y ou know the Boss. Nothin' he likes more
than blamin' somebody for somethin’ they ain't done.”

"There never was nobody in thiscell,” grumbled the unseen jaller. " Seefor yoursdf. It aint right, puttin'
thetrouble on me."

The door rattled in its frame as the guard removed the bar. Then he opened it with aswift kick,
banging the heavy porta into Avender before the boy could crawl out of the way. Avender yel ped
despite himsalf and rubbed his shin. Thejailer jumped back out of the doorway in surprise.

"It'sghostsl" he shouted.



"No," said Redburr. "It'sthe Bosss prisoners, just like | said.”

Grabbing the jailer's torch from his hand, the Shaper pushed inside. He had changed back to human
form and hisred beard gleamed in the blazing torchlight as he winked at the children. Thelight was much
stronger than that from the Dwarven lamps. They felt its heat and smdled the heavy stench of burning
pitch.

"Have alook yoursdf," said Redburr.

He pulled back out of the doorway as suddenly as he had pushed in and handed the torch to the
astonished jailer. Planting his broad hand on the other's back, Redburr shoved him inside.

"Whet in the name o' Darkness>—"

Thejailer pulled up at the sght of the two children cowering against the back wall. Hewas abig sissit,
thefirgt the children had ever seen. Shorter than Redburr but almost aswide, he completdly filled the
doorway.

"Don't ever ask questions, that'swhat | say," Redburr's voice boomed over the Sissit's shoulder.
"There'sno tellin' what the Boss can do with that magic o' his. Better t' keep your trap shut and be ready
for anything, if y'ask me."

The ss3t leaned farther into the cell, leaving barely any room for the children. His skin was pae white
and hisface seemed to have hardly any nose. Drops of sweat on his hairless head glistened in the
torchlight. He wore greasy trousers and aleather vest that left hisfat white arms bare to the shoulders,
except for apair of iron bandswound tight around hiswrists. His breath smelled of onions and spoiled
medt. It washed over them when he spoke, like heat surging from an open oven door.

"Whered you two come from?* he snapped out a them. Bits of hislast meal streaked hisrotten teeth.
"Speak up now." He poked at them with historch.

"I-1 don't know what you mean," Avender ssammered as he turned to avoid the torch'sflame.

"Here now, you can't 'spect acouple o' scraggly kidslike them to have any ideawhat the Boss did to
‘em." Redburr pulled the sissit out of the cell and elbowed him aside. "Come on out o' there, you."

Avender and Ferris sumbled out from their temporary prison into the harsh light, looking for al the
world asif they had been locked away for weeks.

"Probably magicked ‘em down here, hedid,” said Redburr. Now that they were dl out in the corridor
together the Shaper gave no sign that he was anything other than ahuman jailer. "Like as not they don't
even know what happened to 'em. Do you, scum?”

"I'm—I'm scared,” said Ferris, following Redburr'slead. She grabbed Avender's arm with both hands
and drew him beside her. He could tell she wasn't particularly darmed; it was hard to be redlly scared
with the Shaper there to help them if the plan went wrong. Still, Avender wrapped his other arm
protectively around her. He, at least, had sense enough to know they should be frightened.

The sissit scratched hishead. "Y ou're prob'ly right, | guess. But it's not like the Boss. Helikes
everything neet an' tidy down herein the dungeons. Fdlsinto dl kinds o' bloody fitswhenit ain't. Think o
what happened to Scrum that time he let that ot over on the ninth level starve to death. Jus when the
Chief wanted 'em shipped off to Number Three, too."

"Stick t' your orders, that'swhat | dways say," said Redburr. "An' right now my ordersaret' bring
these two Upstairs. So that's what I'm gonna do. Come on, you."



He pulled Avender roughly forward. Ferrisfollowed, her hands till locked tightly to the boy'sarm.

"What about chains?' protested the guard. "How you gonnatake 'em Upstairs without chains?' He
reached for aset of heavy links looped about histhick waist.

"l got my own chains," said Redburr. He shook a hand menacingly in Avender'sface. So red did the
gesture seem, Avender thought for amoment that his old friend had been caught by Usseiswhile hewas
gone and twisted round to the Wizard's own ends.

"Suit yoursdf." The sssit shook his head to indicate he wasn't one to question matters he didn't
understand. "Once you take ‘em, it's on your head, not mine."

"A couple o' kids?' Redburr laughed at theidea. ™Y ou been down heretoo long if you're afraid of a
couplekids. | brought aropeto truss 'em up, but Upstairs we ezt kids."

"Then youreluckier'nweare." Thessst licked hislips. "The Bossaint let us eat nobody since that
littlefarm girl. Therésanice, plump bat flyin' aroun', though. Other shift told usthey seenit twice. It's
only amatter o' time ‘fore we catch it and get some nice ests, t00."

Redburr tied the children together with aloop of cord around their wrists and pushed them heavily on
ahead of him down the corridor. Immediately they discovered a second, fatter Sissit leaning againgt the
rough wall and picking histeeth with the point of hisknife. Their hearts jumped despite Redburr's
presence, asthe new guard eyed them carefully before taking his spot at the front of the party.

He led the way back to the guardroom. Redburr followed with the prisoners, while the first Sissit
brought up the rear. There was no sign of the Dwarves, or their tunneling. Now and again the children
heard the cry of some poor unfortunate locked within the cells on elther Sde asthey proceeded through
the dingy tunnel. They shuddered at the thought of the miserable wretches stuck down herein the depths
of the fortress, and wondered if they would have a chance to free them when they returned. If they
returned.

There were two more sissit in the guardroom. When the prisoners entered, one grinned toothlesdy at
the other and claimed the ragged purse that lay on the table between them. A smdl fireburned inalarge
metal grate at the center of the room; several potatoes roasted in their skins among the coas. Thefire's
thin smoke curled blackly aong the ceiling in search of the chimney that wasn't there. A carpet of
trampled soot and cinders covered the floor. Other tunnels ran off from the four corners of the room,
except the opposite passage, where aset of rough stone steps followed the smoke up and out of the
guardroom to whatever levelslay above.

The sissit behind them turned to Redburr and asked uncomfortably what he was going to report to the
Boss.

"| tell 'em whatever They ask me," Redburr replied. "That's the best way.”
"Y ou gonnatdl Him we didn't know they was here?' Thejailer scratched hisarmpit nervoudy.

Redburr shrugged. "Chances are the Boss|l want t' know hislittle trick worked,” he said. "If he asks, |
got to tell. He gives ordersan' we dl jump, right?"

Thejailer rubbed his greasy hands againgt his vest. "Y ou think maybe he's checkin' on us?* he asked.
"Y ou think maybe we should take alook-see in the other cells? Maybe there's afew more down here he
ain'ttold usabout.”

"If there are, | 'spect you're better off not knowin' about 'em. The Boss may not like you sneakin'
round, tryin' t' learn his secrets. Y ou check out therest of the cdllsif you want, but it ain't somethin’ I'd be



eager to bedoin'. If you know what | mean.”

"We know whatchamean,” said thefat Ss3t. With a smooth motion he pared alayer of filth out from
under athumbnail and flicked it onto the floor. "An" we don't need you tellin’ us how t' do our jobs,
neither. So why don't you just take your grabbin's Upstairs and welll al go on about our business?’

Redburr stared hard at the fat sissit. For amoment the children were afraid there was going to be a
fight despite the Shaper's precautions. The sissit pretended to pay Redburr no mind, but it was plain he
was watching the Shaper closely from the corner of his eye. Then Redburr drew himself together and
turned away. Without speaking, he took the torch from the first sisst's hand and pushed his prisoners
acrossthe room and up the gair. In amoment they had climbed high enough to leave the sight of the dirty
guardroom behind them, if not the smdll.

Ferristurned a once to say something to the Shaper; he hushed her with afinger and led them on. The
dair ran straight upward, each step as crooked as the one before. The tunnel, like most of the dungeon,
wasindifferently carved. The thin smoke from the brazier bel ow made them sneeze asthey hurried dong.
When Redburr finaly thought they were far enough away for the air to be more bearable and the Sssit
more distant, he dlowed them to stop and ask their questions.

Ferris poked a him immediately. "Where'd you get those clothes?' He was dressed much the same as
their jailers, with the addition of ashort sword in alesther scabbard at his side. With his grest masses of
red hair gticking out from every part of hisbody, he |looked more fearsome than the real minions of the
Three.

"Found them in an empty barracks," he replied as he loosened the ropes around their wrigts. "If I'm
going to pretend to be aguard | have to look the part, don't 1? There," he added as he finished with the
ropes. "Now they won't chafe so much.”

"Can't you loosen them some more?' asked Avender. "Then we can dip them right off if theresa
fight"

"No fighting," replied the Shaper sernly. "If therés any fighting the end will be the same whether your
hands aretied or not."

"Then why'd you dmost get into afight with that Sssit back there?'

"Him?" Redburr grunted scornfully. "1 was never going to fight him. But | had to look like | wasor he
might have had atry at sticking mein the back. It's not a pretty place, Ussene.”

"Have you found out where they're keeping Reiffen?" asked Ferris.

"No more than Durk aready told us." The Shaper looked up the tunnd ahead. "Were till going to
need more information when we get Upgtairs. He's in the upper levels somewhere, I'm sure, and that's
gill along way away. Say, you didn't by chance happen to bring dong a bite or two of something to
ed?'

Ferrisand Avender both rolled their eyes. Even in the darkness beneath Ussene some things never
changed.

"Y ou made us leave our kngpsacks behind,” said Ferris. "Remember?!

"You could &t least have put alittle something in your pockets," said the Shaper mournfully. "It'swhat |
would have done. | haven't eaten since those bugs back there in the cave. Oh, well. | guessit can't be
helped. Y ou brought the stone, though. Right?*

Avender patted his pocket. "Durk's right here.”



"Good. Let's hope we don't get so lost we haveto bring him out.”

He pushed the children ahead of him up the stair, warning them that another guard post was close
ahead. Ferrisand Avender prepared themsalves to look like miserable prisoners once again, but so far it
had dl gone so well they found it hard to keep up the proper attitude of cowering fear. Until they
encountered more sissit and passed through a second round of nasty jeering.

After the second guardroom, the nature of the dungeon changed. The uneven stairsended in along
corridor that disappeared into the darkness. Redburr paused for amoment on the last step, asif stedling
himself for what lay ahead. His eyes narrowed with fierce concentration. Then he plunged forward,
pulling the children roughly behind him. Nearly running, Ferris and Avender followed. They wondered
what buried horrors could make the Shaper so nervous.

They found themselvesin atunnel wide enough for al of them to walk abreast and high enough that
Redburr could carry historch above his head without worrying about knocking it againgt the ceiling. But,
no matter how high he held the crackling flame, the tunnel remained dark and menacing around them.
Except for the rare branching corridor that loomed suddenly to left or right as a blacker darkness against
theinky walls, nothing showed within their scrap of light. Even the floor was empty of the waste and
rubbish that had littered the levelsbelow.

And there was something wrong about the branching tunnels. Each felt different, though al looked the
same. Some were cold and lifeless, asif nothing alive had ever ventured past their empty mouths. Others
seethed with malevolence and fear. All seemed to reach out with hidden hands to clutch and throttle as
the company passed by. Though the openings were few and far between, their malice oozed far out into
the main passage. The children kept as close to Redburr asthey could. Just brushing up againgt him made
them both fedl better.

"It'slike the feeling we got on top of those bones." Ferris shivered as she turned away from another
one of the empty portals, its magic seeping. "I keep thinking something's watching us”

"Don't fool yoursdlf," growled the Shaper, his breething ragged. "Something is. But whatever it is, it's
deeping now. Aslong aswe don't do anything to wake it well be al right." He quickened his pace and
pushed them on, hisface twisted with effort.

During dl thetimethey werein that long, dreary corridor, they saw no sign of asingleliving creature
other than themsalves. Bats, rats, insects, al knew to keep out of the way of anything carrying alight in
that famished realm. Redburr hurried them relentlesdy on. The dark scurried close behind, ready to
pounce & the dightest flagging of their spirit.

The corridor ended at the side of avaulted galery. Redburr stopped to take a deep, cleansing breath.
Theair felt fresher on the children's cheeks. A pair of thick stone pillars rose afew steps before them,
and beyond those the cavern disappeared in vastness. More pillars circled around on either side behind
them, and the children caught glimpses of other tunnelsleading away from the back of the gdlery aswell.
Thefortress of Usseiswasfar larger than Ferrisand Avender had ever imagined; it Stretched long fingers
of fear degp into the heart of the world. They wondered what poor creatures lay at the bottom of that
lightless grip, the debris of power and evil, broken and tossed away.

Redburr stepped out beyond the gdlery and shook his head. His dirty beard seemed fuller asit
swayed across his chest.

"Areyou al right?" asked Ferris. She took a step toward the Shaper and touched hisarm.

"I'll befine" heanswered. "Therésalot of magicin that last tunndl, eveniif it isadeep.” He gathered
himsdlf and took a deep breath. "I've been through it three times now, and each timeit pullson me alittle



more. But I'll befine"

Holding the torch high, heled them on across the enormous hal. Carefully they picked their way past
poolsof oily water that gleamed blackly in the light. Mindful of the burning the dark lake had given them,
the children avoided the puddies entirely.

A wide ramp led upward from the middle of the room. "WEell reach the upper levels, soon," warned
Redburr. His eyes glittered fiercdly, flickering from more than the torch'sflame. "The guardsthere are
human, not sissit, so you'll have to be more careful of how you look and what you say.”

"How do you know which way to go?' whispered Ferris as the Shaper started them up this new path.

"| followed the changing of the guard. But hush now, girl. We're coming to places where the things that
listen can understand aswell as hear.”

The ramp ascended steeply, without asingletwist or turn. Both edges of theway fdll straight down to
the stone floor below; only the path was visiblein the torchlight once they climbed above the bottom of
the chamber. Ferrisand Avender fdlt asif they were following a bridge through nothingness, until the road
plunged suddenly back into heavy rock. A speck of light appeared in the darkness ahead, thefirst they
had seen other than Redburr's torch since leaving the last guardroom. It camejust intime aswell, astheir
own light wasfinally sputtering out. Their last few steps were passed cregping upward aong the dark
tunne to the mouth of light above.

The guards were up and waiting for them when they arrived: before it had died, Redburr'storchlight
had herdded their gpproach asloudly as any fanfare. These guards were dl human, rogues and
renegades from the southern lands or the forest. The chamber waslit with torches on the wallsand
another brazier burning in the center of theroom. A single widetunnd led farther into the fortress on the
other sde.

"So, you're back." The sergeant stepped forward as Redburr pushed his prisoners beyond thefire.
The other guards barely looked up from their stone benches dong the walls. All wore leather armor
studded with iron, their crossbows and swords close at hand. The sergeant regarded Redburr and his
prisoners carefully.

"l see you found what you were looking for," he said. Ferris and Avender did their best to cower
behind Redburr.

"They'rethe ones," answered the Shaper. He pulled them closer to him with the rope. "I'm aready
runnin’ late. Those frightened mice Downgtairs didn't believe me when | told ‘em the Master himsdlf wants
to seethislot.”

The sergeant gave ashort bark of laughter. "They'll catchiit, if He doesn't get what He wants just when
Hewantsit. And you'l catch it, too, good excuse or no."

"That's the truth." Redburr pushed his charges closer toward the opening on the other sde of the
room. "So, if you don't mind, I'd liket' get going. It'1l be my back catchesit if there'sa problem.”

"Fine by me. But you've got to give the password, firg."

" 'Shadows,"" answered Redburr. "1 spose you thought 1'd forget it while | was Downgtairs. But | got
aquestion for you, too. My ordersist' take these two up t' the other one, only | don't know wherethe
other oneis."

"What other one?' The sergeant’'s eyes narrowed suspicioudy.

"You know. The other one like them. The other kid."



"Whét other kid?'

"l dunno. They didn't tell me. I'm jus supposed to get these two an' bring 'em t' the other one. Y ou
mean you don't know where the other oneis, either?"

"If 1 did, | surewouldn' tell you. Y ou should o' figgered that out ‘fore you left." The sergeant laughed
again, more softly thistime. Ferrisdidn't like the way he looked &t her, or Avender.

Redburr drew hisarm back, half-threatening to strike the other man. The look in the Sharper's eyes
reminded Avender of the time the bear had charged him in the meadow by the henge. In response the
sergeant sneered hopefully and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. Behind him, hisfellow guards
were suddenly paying more attention to Redburr and his charges.

"Judt try it," dared the sergeant.

For amoment Avender and Ferris were certain Redburr had forgotten everything he had said about
not fighting. The musclestightened in hisneck and shoulders; the thick hair on hisarms began to bristle.
The sergeant edged his blade free from its sheath. The Shaper snarled. The two stared at one another;
the children and the other guards watched with wariness and darm. Then, as suddenly as his savagery
had begun, the fire faded in Redburr's eyes. His shoulders rel axed; he seemed to remember once more
what and where he was. He pulled sharply on the children's tether, then pushed them on ahead of him out
of the room. Behind them the sergeant put his hands on his hips, and led hisfdlowsin achorus of loud
jeers.

The guards laughter followed the children and the Shaper down the tunnel. Redburr panted heavily,
gl struggling to control himself. At first the road was dark as pitch; then asmall glow began to grow in
the gloom ahead. They continued on cautioudy until they came to a sputtering candle mounted high on the
wall. Other lights followed sporadically, but the darkness between each light was amost complete. The
candles were very thick and looked asif they might last along while; ages of wax dripped below them
like thickened sap from ariven tree.

"What are we—," began Ferris.
Redburr cut her off with ahard pull on the rope. "Shut up, you," he growled. "None o' your lip now."

She understood Redburr was still playing his part but rubbed her sorewrists dl the same. He could
have pulled alittle less hard. Avender gave her awarning look asthey trotted down the tunnd. Findly
shewas as scared as he. They would al haveto play their parts completely, now they had reached the
upper levels of thefortress.

They passed severd branching passages before Redburr abruptly led them off the main way. Hewas
il breathing heavily, straining forward asif to escgpe some pursuit that only he could see. Left, right,
and |eft again: he took them quickly through a short maze of unlit tunndsuntil they finaly sumbled
through adoorway and into asmall closet. They tripped over several smashed barrelsin the darkness
before finally settling down amid the rubbish. The room itself smelled of sour ale severd seasonsold.

"We should be safe here," growled the Shaper in aragged voice. Severd pieces of broken barrel
rattled as he settled heavily to the floor.

"That time| redly thought you were going to get into afight,” said Avender, hisown heart il
pounding.

Redburr's panting was loud in the small room. "It was. . . close.”

"Areyou sureyouredl right?' Ferris scrambled across the floor to the bear's side, growing more



concerned when Redburr didn't answer. Avender crept forward aswell. If something happened to
Redburr they knew they would never find their way out of Ussene, let done rescue Reiffen.

"Redburr!" Ferriss voice hissed fearfully through the dark. "What's happening to you?"
"Can't...sop. .. haveto..." Redburr strained to speak, asif something was congtricting histhroat.

Avender reached hesitantly for hisfriend in the darkness, dreading whatever foulness had seized the
Shaper.

"He'schanging!" Ferriswhispered. "Fed hishandd”

The boy felt dong Redburr's hairy arm. The Shaper's skin trembled benegth histouch. When he found
it, the hand seemed much too large, and the fingers much too short. And, as Avender had feared, the
nails were dready sharp and long.

"Changing . . . ," Redburr agreed, his choked voice nearly uninteligible.
"Why?' Ferriss voice turned soft with fear.

Avender stroked the Shaper's arm with his own bound hands. Already Redburr seemed much more
hairy than before. At the boy's touch he sighed, along, low gasp like wind at the edge of aforest. The
children's heartsjumped in fright.

"What did you do?" asked Ferris sharply, still whispering.
"All I didwasrub hisarm. Do you think he'sdying?'
"Doit again—quick!"

Timidly, Avender rubbed the Shaper's arm again. Redburr groaned but sounded less pained than
before. Encouraged, the boy combed his fingers tenderly through the bear's thin fur. Thistime the children
hardly heard the Shaper's tranquil moan.

"We have to keep him from changing,” Ferriswhispered. "If heturnsinto abear they'll know who heis
at oncel"

"Maybeif we keep rubbing him—"

"Of course we have to keep rubbing him. It's like grooming him back home. Y ou know how much he
likesthat."

"But that's when he's abear. How do you know grooming him won't just make him turn into a bear
even fager?'

"Do you have any better ideas?| just wish | had my brush, but he wouldn't let us bring our packs,
would he?'

Avender decided not to mention what had happened the last time he had seen the Shaper wake after
changing. Instead he concentrated on trying to make hisfingersfed as much like abrush as possble.
Together the two children rubbed stubbornly at the Shaper's hands and arms, neck and shoulders.
Gradually Redburr's breathing softened. The darkness grew quiet. The bear claws turned back to fingers,
though he didn't seem any lesshairy.

"I think it'sworking," said Ferris.
Avender kept grooming. A memory of the bear's den rose up through his fear, the blue lake gleaming



in the bright sunshine through the window. A lump came into the boy's throat and threatened to
overwhelm himin tears. He had been underground too long; his heart cried out for sun and sky. And now
Redburr had been hurt by the magic of this place, and Avender and Ferris might be left donein the midst
of darknessand evil.

"I think I'm dl right, now. . . . Thank you, children.”

The Shaper reached out a human hand to each of them. Ferrisand Avender buried their facesin his
chest. He smelled of leather and swest. "We were so frightened,” Ferris sobbed. The tension rolled out
of Avender dong with the dampnessin hiseyes.

Inaminutethey al felt much better.
"What happened?' asked Ferris.

" dmogt lost control," he said. "The Wizards magic nearly overpowered me. Whenever something
makes meredly angry, dl | want to beisbear. And nothing makes me angrier than the Three. Thetwo
together, magic and anger, were dmost too much. If you hadn't been here to bring me back to reason,
I'd probably have lost mysdlf entirdly. It's dways hardest when I'm human. But you were here, weren't
you." He snuffled and gave alittle sneeze. "The smdll of old beer in hereisn't heping any, either.”

They rested awhile in the darkness, gathering strength for the task ahead. The shabby cave wasless
frightening now that Redburr had regained his self-control.

"What are we going to do now?' Despite her best efforts to contain it, Ferriss voice showed atiny
quiver of fear. "How will wefind Reiffen?"

"Thisisapickle" Redburr agreed.

"Maybe we should wait and follow those guards when they get off duty,” suggested Avender. "I'll bet
they know where Reiffeniseven if they say they didn't.”

"Evenif they do, they'll go back to their barracks, and not go visit prisoners. You gtill havealot to
learn about the world, boy. We're going to have to find Reiffen on our own.”

"That meanswe're right back where we started.” Avender cupped his chin gloomily in his hands. "We
might aswell have stayed in the dungeon and let you keep on exploring up here.”

"l wouldn't say that. Aslong as | have the two of you with me, | can still hunt openly and ask
directions. Bdieveme, it'll bealot quicker thisway thanif | had to flit around on my own."

"It «till takeforever,” grumbled Ferris.
"Maybe Durk hasan idea.”

Avender pulled the stone from his pocket and unwrapped him. But the petrified rock, who had heard
the human guards and knew they were dl the way Upstairs, had nothing to add. " Just keep away from
Him," was al he would whisper. "Hell see through you in an ingtant, if you cross His path. HEs no sissit.”

There was nothing else to do but leave. Redburr checked their ropes to make sure they were il
secure. Avender dipped Durk back into his pocket. Then the Shaper led them out into the pitch-black
corridor once more, where they felt their way through the solid darknessto the dimly lit main road.

For sometime they searched cautioudy through the tunnds, working their way upwards. Occasionaly
they passed smdl companies of soldiers, who paid them no mind after Redburr kicked Avender and
Ferrisroughly each timeto hurry them along. Less often they saw davesin tattered rags scurrying back



and forth on the errands of their masters. At the sight of Redburr the davesfell to the ground at once, and
cowered againgt thewall until he and his prisoners had passed.

But mostly they wandered through dimly lit and deserted passages. Redburr had learned something of
thefortress on his earlier vist and managed to keep them clear of the more traveled paths. All the
corridors seemed much too large, until Avender remembered Nolo had said that Ossdonc was very tall.

Thefilth in the tunnels decreased the higher they went, replaced by the generd dustiness of
lesstraveled ways. Twicethey ran into soldierswho were plainly standing guard. Both times Redburr
pulled the children up tight on the end of their tether and asked about the other prisoner. Thefirst timethe
soldiers had no ideawhat he was talking about, but on the second attempt one of the guards suggested
he go up to Level Seven and talk to Captain Kender.

They had been searching for Level Seven for perhaps half an hour when they cameto yet another
guardroom well away from the main passages of the fortress. A single officer wasthe only personinthe
room.

Redburr took a deep breath and led his prisoners forward. " Captain Kender?' he guessed, saluting
briskly.

The officer looked up. "The kitchens are back that way," he said tersdly, pointing in the direction they
had come.

"Excuse me, Sr." Redburr snapped his charges roughly forward. "1 wastold t' bring thesetwo in t' the
other one."

The officer regarded Redburr briefly, then studied the prisonersfor alonger time. Redburr waited
patiently for the man to turn to him again.

"I've heard nothing about this," the captain said a last. "Who was it gave you your orders?'
"TheMader, ar."

"The Magter Himself?' The officer frowned. "And what exactly were Hisingructions?'
"Hetold met' fetch these two from the dungeons and bring 'em up t' the other prisoner.”
"That'sal?" asked the officer.

Redburr nodded. "Yes, gr.”

"No orders about guarding them, or what | should do with them after they're here?"

"No, 5r."

Captain Kender's frown degpened. Clearly he didn't like the annoyance of more prisonersto guard.
Avender thought it odd the officer should be guarding so important a prisoner as Reiffen dl by himsdf;
but perhaps there were other guards at Reiffen's cell.

"Go ahead." The captain finaly made his decision and waved hisarm back toward the door. "Orders
areorders. | suppose They'll tell me what They want when They're good and ready.”

Redburr hesitated a moment, asif unsure of himself before so awesome afigure asthe captain. "'Scuse
me, Sr?" he asked. "Whichway do | go?"

The captain waved his arm towards the door a second time. "Down the corridor. First right. The boy's



inthecdl ontheleft.”
"Thank you, Sr."

Redburr saluted stiffly once more, hisbelly jiggling, then led the children out the door. They were
elated, their fearsforgotten in their excitement. Reiffen was just around the corner—they had nearly
found him! They tried hard not to rush down the passage in their excitement, for fear of giving their true
interest away. But, when they saw the second corridor was empty and there were no more guards,
Redburr dropped the children's rope and they raced forward as quickly asthey could. They had found
their friend at last.

20
Redburr's Rage

It wasn't along corridor. At the far end asmoky candle threw adirty light across two doors. The one on
the left stood gjar. Within, awithered figure lay beneath arough blanket upon awooden bed. The candle
outsde cast athintrickle of light across his deeping face.

With acry Ferris pushed open the door. Redburr held the children back with one thick arm while he
searched the room carefully for traps, then followed them inside.

"Reiffen!" cdled Ferrisin asoft, fearful voice. His eyes opened dowly as she knelt a hisside.
"Hello, boy," said Redburr, looming above her.

"Isit him?" asked Avender.

"Of courseit'shim!” cried Ferris. "How can you think it isnt?

Avender looked closdly at the thin figure on the narrow cot. He did look like Reiffen, aReiffen with
amog al thelifetwisted out of him. The shadows of hisfriendsfel across his pdeface. Hiseyes, which
seemed to have grown larger above his painfully hollow cheeks, regarded them blankly.

"Reiffen,” Ferris pleaded. "Don't you recognize us? Please say you do. It'sme: Ferris. And Avender,
and Redburr. And Nolo'swith us, too, only we left him Downgtairs.”

Reiffen's eyes narrowed. His mouth formed aword, but no sound came out. He frowned at the effort
and tried again.

"Ferris?' he whispered. Hisfriends held their breath to hear him. "Avender? | thought you died.”

"Skimmer saved him." Ferris placed her bound hands gently on the blanket. A sad smile limped across
her face. Reiffen's chest felt thin and cold beneath the ragged cloth. "What have they doneto you?' she
asked.

The pale face shook feebly. Histongue worked dryly between hislips before he spoke again. "It's
nothing,” he whispered fiercely. "They've been trying to make me do what they want. But | haven't let
them.”

He amiled faintly and closed his eyes. His head dropped back upon the mattress.



"Dont let him tak anymore,” said Redburr. "Hell need dl his strength if we're going to get him out of
here

"He can't possibly walk," said Ferris. "Look at him. It looks like they've been starving him.”

She reached under the meager blanket to press his hand and a horrified look came over her face.
Gently shelifted the Sde of the blanket and gasped.

"Look what they've doneto him."

Thelittle finger on Reffen'sleft hand was missing the first joint beyond the knuckle. A thimble of black
iron capped the rest. Avender clenched his own handsinto fists. Hisanger at the Three was beginning to
overcome hisfear.

"We haveto get him out of here.”

The Shaper pushed Ferris and Avender aside and bent to pick up the stricken boy. As Redburr lifted
him, Ferristucked in the corners of the blanket where they dropped like shrouds around the Shaper's
ams,

"l canwalk," croaked Reiffen.

Redburr shook his head. "It'll be faster thisway. Y ou can walk when were not in such ahurry.”
"What about Captain Kender?' asked Avender.

A savage look crossed the Shaper'sface. "I'll take care of Captain Kender."

He set off with the boy in hisarms. Ferris and Avender followed at the end of the rope, their hands till
loosely tied. At the end of the short corridor back to the main passage Redburr stopped and turned to
Avender.

"Think you can hold him for abit?" asked the Shaper. "He'slight asafeather. I'll Sgnd for you to
follow when I'm done.”

Avender nodded anxioudly.

"I can stand,” indsted Reiffen. His voice seemed stronger than it had been before and the old fire had
begun to burnin hiseyes.

Redburr regarded him closdly. "All right," he said. "It might do you good to stand for a minute or two.
We might aswdll find out what'll happen if | haveto put you down."

With Ferrisand Avender lending support at either side, the Shaper set Reiffen on hisfeet. The boy's
blanket dipped to the floor, but the boy himself, with both hands on the shoulders of hisfriends, was able
to stand. That was when they noticed that both hislittle fingers had been lopped short and capped with
the strange thimbles. Cold and dark as only iron can be, they looked asif they had been soldered to his
skin. It didn't appear that either would come off easly.

Reiffen noticed their ares. "It'snot asbad asit looks," he said, holding up his hands and wiggling his
fingers. "They only just Started trying to persuade me."

Ferris set her jaw but said nothing. Redburr stepped out into the main corridor. The Shaper made no
attempt at stealth as he walked down the passage, trusting that Captain Kender would be expecting his
return. At the entrance to the guardroom he disappeared. Ferris and Avender strained to hear some
sound of what was happening insde. But the stone was thick around them and the silence of Ussene
remained absolute. Sooner than they expected, Redburr regppeared, waving the children forward to join



him.

"That'sdone," he said, breathing heavily as he met them at the door. His bulk blocked their view
inside, but there was blood on his beard and hands. His eyes gleamed. "The darm will be up soon, but
with any luck they'll never expect usto escape by going down. They'll sed off the outletsto the open air.”

He picked Reiffen up as he spoke, aseasly asif hewerelifting only the ragged blanket. "But it might
take them awhileto think to sedl off the waysto the underearth aswell.”

"Can't | wak?' pleaded Reffen. "I'm feding alot better.”
"Can you run?' asked Redburr. "No? Then youll sill be carried.”

"What about torches?' asked Ferris. "Won't we need torches when we go back into the dungeons?
Nolo made usleave our lampsin our knapsacks."

"We can get torches down below. They'll have plenty at that first guardroom. Now, come on.”

The Shaper stepped out of the doorway and strode down the hal with Reiffen in hisarms. Ferrisand
Avender peeked into the room behind him, then quickly turned away. There was no sign of Captain
Kender, but blood and torn clothing were scattered al about the room. An empty boot lay besde a
sheathed sword. Something sodden dipped off thewall and plopped thickly on the floor. They hurried off
after the Shaper, Ferriswith her hand to her mouth and Avender trying to blink away what he had seen.

They descended much more rapidly than they had gone up. Once Reiffen realized where they were
headed, he directed them along the safest way. "They let me go just about anywhere," he explained as he
was carried dong in the Shaper's arms. "Except the dungeons.”

"We dready know our way through those," said Ferris.

They met no one on the less-traveled paths. But they had hardly set foot in the main passage leading to
the dungeons before they heard coarse shouts and tramping feet in the distance behind them.

"They know weve taken him, now," growled the Shaper. He dowed their paceto afast walk. "But
from the sound of it, they haven't figured out which way we're going. All that ruckusis back at the main
gate. Hopefully the dungeon guard won't know about our escape yet and well be allowed to pass. Don't
run, though. Anyone sees us running, they'll know what's up at once. The longer we keep up the bluff
you're my prisoners, the better."

At thefastest walk possible they hastened down the tunnel. Behind them the tumult faded. The search
appeared to be concentrated above and behind them, closer to the day. All the same, Avender expected
acompany of ssgt to burst out from one of the side passages a any moment. Remarkably, by thetime
they passed the last of the branching corridors, they were till done. Behind them the noise of pursuit
darted to rise again. Mixed in with the distant shouts and trampling feet, they heard the harsh cries of
hunting wolves.

The guardroom appeared ahead, dim and red with fire. Asthey drew closer the figures of the guards
were outlined as dark shadows againgt the murky light. The commotion at the far end of the tunnel had
caught the soldiers attention, and they were al up and waiting to see what was coming their way.
Redburr dowed the children to amore moderate pace and put Reiffen back on his own feet.

"Now we can fight," he said, ahint of satisfaction in hisvoice. "But if we do, | want the three of you to
keep out of theway. If | can't handle the four of them mysdlf I'll know the reason why."

He started to tie Reiffen's hands with the same rope that bound Ferris and Avender, but Reiffen shook
his head. "That'll make them more suspicious,”" he said. "I haven't been tied up sincel got here.”



Redburr gave the boy a searching look, then gathered the rope and pulled the other two children on
down the passage. Reiffen hobbled after them as best he could.

The guards were waiting for them when they arrived. They had stepped back into the low chamber,
their backsto the fire. Avender assumed they were more concerned with keeping peoplein the
dungeons, not out. So, when Redburr entered with Reiffen and his string of prisoners, he wasn't surprised
to find the soldiers more curious than quarrel some.

"Back so soon?" asked the sergeant. "What's al the fuss at the Front Gate about?’

Redburr pulled his chargesin close behind him. " Some prisoner got away or somethin'," he said. "l
been ordered t' take this ot back Downgtairs for safekeepin'.”

"Prisoner? Escaped?’ The sergeant scratched the back of hishead in confusion. "No one's come up
thisway. An' that boy's the only one They're keepin' Upstairs." He nodded toward Reiffen.

"Widl, | guessthey must o' brought in another, ‘cause you can seefor yoursdf thisone ain't gone
nowhere." Redburr took astep forward, still keeping atight leash on Ferris and Avender. "Now, how
'bout getting' out o' my way so | can finish my job. They'll keep 'em cozy enough Downdairs."

The sergeant straightened and put his hands chalengingly on his hips. "What's the password?"* he
demanded.

"Still 'Shadows, far as| know," said Redburr. "Ain't nobody told me any different.”

The sergeant stepped aside. Redburr led the children around the fire to the tunnel on thefar side. It
looked for amoment asif they were going to get clean away, without afight at al. But, as Reiffen
passed, with Ferrisand Avender behind him, the sergeant seized thefirst boy by the shoulder and pulled
him asde.

"Not thisone," he sneered. "We got orders never to let him Downstairs without one of the Three.”
"But he wastold to comewith usl" cried Ferris.

As soon as she spoke, Ferris knew she had made amistake. She had forgotten she was till supposed
to be ameek and pliant prisoner. She reached for Reiffen as she called out, but the sergeant knocked her
down as soon as she stepped forward. Avender, tied to Ferris as he was, couldn't help but fall, too. He
stumbled heavily into the brazier, catching histrousers on theiron grate, his pocket ripping as he tumbled
after Ferristo the ground.

"Try that again, girl," snarled the sergeant, "and I'll give you alot worse." He looked back at Redburr
with sudden suspicion. "The boy stays here.”

"I got my orders," Redburr growled. "The Bosstold met' take 'em Downgtairs, an' that'swhat I'm
gonnado!”

The sergeant drew his sword in reply. Behind him his fellow guards brought their crossbows to bear,
all bolts pointed at Redburr. Ferris and Avender scuttled backward across the floor, freeing themselves
of the rope dong the way when they saw no one was paying attention to them. But the sergeant ill
gripped Reffen tightly in hisfree hand so Reiffen couldn't follow. From the tunnel behind them camethe
sudden howl of one of the hunting wolves, closer now than before.

"If it'safight youwant. . . ," warned Redburr. He didn't reach for his sword. At his most dangerous he
generdly forgot about human weapons. Besides, to reach for his sword would give the other guards
enough warning to loose their bolts at him. They would never expect him to charge them bare-handed.



Then, just asthe Shaper was about to spring, acommanding voice cried out:

"CEASE THISQUARRELING! AT ONCE! HOW DARE YOU DISOBEY MY
COMMAND!

Everyone, guards and prisoners, looked around. But there was no sign of where the voice had come
from.

"FOOLS" itwenton. "LET THE PRISONER PASS! NOW! THAT ISMY WILL! THEN
REPORT TO THE FRONT GATE! THE TROUBLE LIESIN THE CORRIDORSABOVE,
NOT BELOW! GO! AND INSTRUCT THOSE WHO ARE FOLLOWING TO TURN THEIR
ATTENTION TO THE SEVENTH LEVEL, NOT THE DUNGEONS!

"Gor

With that final harsh command the guards, frightened to deeth by what they couldn't see, aswell asthe
regular wrath of their Master, turned and raced off into the main tunndl. Reiffen was thrown to the floor.
Helay dazed in thefilth, thelast of his meager strength exhausted.

"What. . . ?' Ferrislooked mutely around the room.

"Durk." Avender, who had been surprised by that particular voice before, felt for the tonein his
pocket. Hisfingers dipped through the empty tear in his pantsinstead.

"Quick!" ordered the Shaper, who had aso redized what had happened. "There's no timeto talk!
They'll figure out their mistake soon enough!” He grabbed atorch from the wall with one hand and
scooped up Reiffen with the other. The wild light was beginning to shine from his black eyes once more.
"Follow me!"

"l haveto find Durk!" Avender scrambled wildly acrossthe floor, searching the refuse for the stone.
"We can't leave him behind now!"

"| think I'm near the door." Durk's voice had returned to his usua, and much more worried, tone.

In ashot Avender was across the room, grabbing the rock in his hands. Redburr had aready
disappeared down the doping tunnd to the dungeon. There was no thought for caution now. Ferrisand
Avender followed asfast asthey could, the boy clutching the stone as he ran.

"How'd you know you could fool them?" he gasped before he was completely out of breath.

"I didn't," answered Durk, who had no breath to lose. "But | had to try. When | fell from your pocket
and heard the guard seize your friend, | knew | had to do something. | didn't think you'd leave him there
after all the trouble you'd aready goneto, and | knew you'd al be daughtered if you tried to stay and
fight. So | remembered Act Four, Scene Three, from The Knight of Deepwood Forest, wherethe
knight hidesin ahollow tree and pretends to be the bandit leader. And it worked, just asit doesin the

play."

They came out of the tunnel and onto the ramp that crossed the vast chamber beyond. Redburr had
pulled well ahead of them despite carrying Reiffen; for amoment Ferrisand Avender lost him ashe
vanished beyond the columns. They continued as best they could, splashing through the darkened
puddies until he resppeared, historchlight flaming upward in the arch above hishead.

"Thisway," he caled quietly. "I'vetried to set afdsetrail to throw off the wolves."

He led them around the outside of the gallery. Their shadows raced through the arches beside them,
dodging from pillar to pillar like wisps of smoke against the back of an empty hearth. At the long passage



back to the dungeons they paused, remembering the fear that had gripped them before. All of them felt
the grasping magic that waited for them on the far side of the dark threshold.

"Thisisthe hardest part." Redburr's chest heaved as he took great, shuddering breaths. The torchlight
fatered afew weak steps beyond the first rough stones before them. "This time the watcherswill be
awake. I'll haveto go asquickly as | can, because I'm not sure how much magic Reiffen and | can take.
If you fal behind, remember to stay straight on to the stair. Don't follow any of the Side passages! And
don't lose sght of my torch!”

He stepped into the tunnel and began to run. Ferris and Avender followed as quickly asthey could,
but the strain of their long ordedl was starting to tell. Their footsteps sounded muffled now after the high,
gplashing echoes of the hdl. Redburr'slight drew steadily farther and farther ahead. Fat he was, but his
fatness was a bear's fatness and only made him stronger.

Behind him, Ferrisand Avender felt the cold gloom nipping at their flying heds. They were both sure
that if they stopped, the darkness would certainly catch them. Almost they felt its hot breath on the backs
of their necks, even though they knew nothing was there. And somehow they dso knew if they ever let
their fear get the better of them and looked back, then nothing would turn into something, and they would
belost.

Strange thoughts and visions came over them as Redburr's torch bobbed far ahead in the darkness.
No longer were they racing deep benegath the ground. Now the tunnel lay just a short way beneath the
earth. Close above their heads, the sun was shining in abright blue sky. Why wasit, they asked
themselves, that they chose not to go to the surface? The surface was where they would be safe. No
clutching shadow would touch them there. Green grass and warm sun were much better than filthy
darkness.

"Quick, Avender!" cdled Ferris suddenly. The empty mouth of one of the side tunnelsloomed close
besde her. "Thisway! Thisistheway out!"

She grabbed Avender by the hand and began to pull him towards the tunnel. He was puzzled for a
moment, and didn't want to follow. Why, he wondered, did she want them to go down that particular
passage? Didn't she remember the way to the surface was farther on? Unsure of the way himsdlf, hewas
about to follow her into the degper darkness when he noticed asmall sparkle of brightness mirrored in
both her eyes. He turned as she was till trying to pull him forward, and caught sight of Redburr'storch
winking in the distance. No, that was where the light was. It wasn't up above. If the light was safety, then
they should head toward that.

He shook his head to clear histhoughts and remembered they didn't want to go to the surface at all.
And, even if they did, the dark passage before them was hardly the way to get there. Hadn't Redburr
warned them to stay on the main path? He pulled hard on Ferriss arm and hissed urgently, "Don't you
remember! Redburr said we haveto follow historch! Thisway!"

It was Ferrissturn to be confused. She stared at him, even asthe far-off light of Redburr'storch
continued to flicker in her frightened eyes. Avender saw he was closeto losing her. Not knowing what
elseto do, he pulled her with him down the passage after Redburr's light, now very faint in the distance.
Avender was much stronger, and Ferriswas forced to follow or else be dragged along the rough rock
floor. Soon he had pulled her far enough away from the sde tunnel that she was free of that particular
passage's grip. Then she clung willingly to hishand and fled swiftly beside him.

They kept their eyes on the warmth of the torch ahead. Almost a once the light began to grow. They
had passed the last of the Side passages; the clutching darkness could now reach out for them only from
behind. They hurried on without looking backward, and caught up at last with Redburr where he was



waiting for them at the top of the dungeon Hair.

"Areyou dl right?" the Shaper asked asthey crashed, gasping, into hisside. Hisbelly heaved ashe
caught his breath; Reiffen swayed up and down in hisarmslike acork bobbing in the open sea. Ferris
gave them both an enormous hug. Redburr's clothes smelled, and he smelled, but Ferris couldn't even
begin to say how glad she was to be close to him once more.

"I'm sorry | had to leave you aone back there" hewent on. "But it wasthe only way. Theworst is
over. A few gsst to ded with in the guardrooms, then well be back with the Dwarves.”

At that moment Reiffen stiffened and tried to stand. His eyes wild, he reached out over the Shaper's
shoulder toward the passage behind them, hisfingerstwisted like claws. In aloud voice he cried out
something they couldn't understand and struggled briefly to escape the Shaper's grip. But the Shaper held
him tight. The boy'sfit ended as quickly asit began. Exhausted, he collapsed back into Redburr'sarms
and fell into adeep deep.

The Shaper shivered. The hair on hisarmswas brigtling again. Then, asif in answer to Relffen'scal,
from far off down the passage they heard adistant stirring. The rock trembled benegth their feet.

"Quick!" cried Redburr, hiseyesyellow asabeast'sin the torchlight. "Down the gairs! Therésno time
tolose!”

Ferrisand Avender ssumbled forward through the gloom, fear forcing them on. A second, closer
rumbling followed the first. It washed over them from above, dmost as thick as awave of water. Once
again the black tunnd thrummed around them.

Wearily they staggered down the uneven steps, but Redburr brought them to a sudden halt much
sooner than they expected. He raised awarning hand and growled, "Thefirst guardroom isjust below.
Remember what | said about fighting. Just follow me through. I'll op on the other Sdein casethey try to
come after us, but you keep right on going. I'll catch up to you before you reach the next level."

"What about that?" asked Avender, glancing nervoudy up the gair.
"Well ded with it when we haveto. Here, girl. Takethis."

Redburr nearly dropped the torch as he handed it to Ferris. Both she and Avender could seethe
Shaper'sfingers had become amost entirely nail. But there was no question of stopping to groom him
now.

Asif it had heard them, athird and louder rumble blew down from above. The wals continued to
shake after the low thunder had passed. Without waiting another moment, Redburr turned and rushed
down the stairwell, hisarm cradling Reiffen's degping head as best he could against the danger below.

Two of the guards were peering up into the darkness when he gppeared. They drew their swords, but
Redburr was much too quick and strong for them. Leaping down the last few steps, he lowered his
shoulder and knocked them both aside with aroar. Ferrisand Avender came flying behind him, shrieking
and shouting as loudly asthey could: The other two sssit threw down their weapons and fled.

"That way!" The shaper pushed the children toward the passage that continued on downgtairs.
"Avender! You cary Reiffen.”

Avender dipped Durk into his pocket and accepted hislimp friend. Redburr's harness and clothing
hung from him in tatters, when he was rid of Reiffen hisbelt burst and his sword rattled to the floor. He
seemed twice the size he had been; hisbeard and hair were much thicker. For amoment he waited to
seeif any of the guards might try to follow, but those that could still move were dready far away. With a



last look back for whatever was chasing them, he drove the children before him and bounded down the
dair.

They never reached the second guardroom. The rumbling behind them increased until therewasa
regular pounding in thewals. Small sones crumbled from the roof. Something very large was pursuing
them through the tunnd, gaining with every dride.

A light appeared ahead, pale and white. A feding of relief swept over them; Nolo's short, stocky
shape stood outlined in the soft glow. Behind them the noise had grown so loud they couldn't hear a
word of what the Dwarf was shouting, but his gestures were plain enough. He stood beside a narrow
doorway in thewall, hislamp gleaming at hisforehead, and caught them asthey came hurtling down the
dair. Ferrisfirgt, then Avender with Reiffen in hisarms. The Dwarf pushed them through the door, where
Dae and Ddl held them fast at the edge of another fissure that opened in therock at their feet. Dae took
Reiffen. Avender sumbled, but Ddll caught him at the edge of the narrow chasm. A shower of small
rocks disappeared into the darkness beneath his feet.

Another great roar sounded from the passage above. A second roar, nearly as loud, answered.
"Where's Redburr?* asked Avender, peering into the passage.

Nolo nodded mutely back up the stair. A thunderous crash set the whole passage trembling. A large
rock tumbled from the ceiling and rolled away. Shouldering his axe, the Dwarf charged back the way the
children had come.

Hisjaw set in determination, Avender followed.
"Avender!"

Ferriss cry was cut short behind him by another pair of monstrous roars. Avender plunged after Nolo
through the darkness, the Dwarf's palelight half-hidden behind acurtain of faling sone. With every thud
and crash afresh shower of rock filled the passage. Something struck Avender on the side of the head
and hefdl to the steps, briefly stunned. The broken stone scraped his hands and knees. By thetime he
scrambled back to hisfeet, the Dwarf wasfar ahead. Avender kept on, hardly knowing why. He didn't
even have aknife. But if he stopped now he would never forgive himself.

Another crash scattered a fresh storm of stones across his back as Avender burst into the guardroom
he had left just minutes before. A great black lizard, its scalesthe size of pie plates, had the bear
wrapped initsthick tail and was snapping at him with its jaws. The Shaper clawed and roared in return,
hislong fangs bared. Nolo, axe at the ready, hopped back and forth beside them, looking for a chance to
strike. Scattered across the cracked floor, the coals from the fallen brazier glowed like a crevice of red
fire. Something glittered darkly: one of the guards cast-off swords.

Avender scurried across the cracked floor for the weapon. It felt avkward and oddly weighted in his
hand. A booming crash echoed through the room: the mander had smashed the bear against the nearest
wall. The Shaper roared and raked his claws across the monster's back with a horrible metallic screech,
like something out of Grimble'sworkshop. Nolo swung his axe. The mander squedl ed as the weapon bit
degpintoitstail.

With both hands raised, Avender rushed forward and gave the monster amighty stroke. The sword
shattered and the creature swept him aside. Banged and bruised, the boy landed heavily on the far sde of
the room.

"Get out, lad!" Nolo called over his shoulder. He didn't dare take his eyes off the mander for asecond.
Another opening came and his axe cut deeply again. The mander snapped at the Dwarf with its rows of



gleaming teeth. Specks of yellow spittle sorayed across the room, sizzling where they struck the floor.
Nolo caught the creature a glancing blow on the side of the head. Faster than Avender would have
thought possible for so large a beast, the mander caught Nolo's arm between histeeth and shook him like
adog with arat. With hisfree hand, Nolo whacked it twice on top of the head with theflat sde of his
axe. The mander shook its head again; Nolo flew bouncing across the room.

Avender looked around for another sword. Maybe held have more luck going for the mander's eyes.
The bear continued to claw futilely at the creature's back. Hisrage grew with every usdess blow, his
muzzle stretched in rabid fury. The mander concentrated on the Dwarf, wary of what the axe had aready
doneto itswounded tail.

The battle dowed. The creature ceased pounding the Shaper againgt the walls. Deep cracks and
fissuresran across the ceiling, but no more sonewasfaling.

Avender found ajagged shard of rock. Stonein hand, he saw his chance. The creature was turned
amogt entirely away from him. If hewasfast enough, he might be able to catch it off guard. Quickly he
raced dong the creature's side and jabbed the stone into itsright eye. The mander howled. Blindly, it
knocked Avender to the ground. Itsdrool burned likefire. Asit searched for the boy with its one good
eye, Nolo stepped forward with another ferocious blow to itstail. The mander bellowed again. Gouts of
black blood pooled across the floor. Avender rolled toward the wall, away from the blood and burning
daver.

Horribly wounded, the mander rel eased the bear. The Shaper attacked again ingtantly, flailing madly
with his claws. The mander rocked beneath the blows but took no fresh wounds. Nolo swung his axe.
With afresh cry of pain, the mander turned quickly for the Sair. Fast asalegping fish it was gone. A
dark trail glistened behind it.

In as much arage as ever, the bear surged forward in pursuit. Avender legpt painfully to hisfeet.
"Redburr! We've won!™

The Shaper turned and snarled. Avender gasped. The beloved friend of his childhood was gone,
replaced by athing of madness and wrath. Worse even than the poisoned jaws of the mander were
Redburr's gaping teeth and throat. His fangs gleamed like knivesin the light of Nolo'slamp; his scarlet
eyes had shrunk to the size of peas. Nolo pulled Avender out of the way just asthe great muzzle snapped
shut where the boy's head had been.

Dwarf and boy fdll back across the room. The bear, in his haste to come at them again, dipped in the
mander's blood and skidded into the far tunnel. As he scrambled to hisfeet the black wetness matted his
fur and began to burn. With one last howl of pain and fury, the Shaper raced off up the air dong the
mander'strail, back to the heart of Ussene.

Avender, spattered with burns and bruises, fell to his knees and wept.

21
Losses in the Dark

Ferrissfear only increased when everything grew quiet. A faling stone had knocked the torch from her
hand, but Dell had brought out his lamp to keep away the dark. Caught in the swirling dugt, the red light
made the narrow chamber seem to float like aruby in the rock around it. Ferris coughed and rubbed her



nose. Reiffen dtirred uneedily but didn't wake; Dale had sheltered him from most of the tumbling rubble.

The two Dwarves spoke to each other in the thick accents of their own speech. The heavy words
clunked and thudded like shifting stone. Ferris was desperate to know what was going on outside, but
neither Dae nor Dl knew enough of the human tongueto tell her. To keep from thinking of dl the
terrible things that might have happened to her friends, shetried to make Reiffen more comfortable by
fanning the dust from hisface. Despite her efforts, she shivered a the thought of Redburr and Avender
clawed apart, or Nolo smashed to pieces. She fdt terrible doing nothing while her friends risked their
lives

Asif hefdt the same way, Dell moved to the front of the cave. Carefully he pulled the door open. A
dark crack appeared from the passage beyond, but the silence remained. Dell dipped out, hislamplight
flickering across the steps like embers glowing in adying hearth. Behind him Dae and Ferris dropped
back into deeper shadow.

Ferris strained to listen. Were those footsteps she heard? Dell darted away at the sound, leaving the
others without any light at al. But soon the passage was washed in illumination again as Dell, Nolo, and
Avender emerged upon the Sair.

Ferris pushed forward, angry and relieved. Avender's clothes were torn, and dark bruises showed
through every rent, but at least hewasdive. "How could you do that?" she cried. "How could you run off
and leave me behind!"

She stopped suddenly. Leaning around Avender, she peered back up the airs. "Where's Redburr?’
Avender dropped his eyesto the ground.

Nolo laid aheavy hand on her shoulder. "Not here, lass. We gtill have to escape.”
Ferrisstood her ground. Sighing, Nolo pushed her into the cave.

"Whereishe?' she repested.

"We couldn't stop him, lass. He chased after the beast as soon aswe droveit away."
"Why would he do that?"

"It'swho heis"

"Is he coming back?"

"If he doesn't get himsdif killed."

"Killed! Why would he bekilled?'

Gently, Nolo took the girl's hand. In the narrow cave there was barely room to breathe. Behind them,
Ddll sedled the entrance. All trace of the door disappeared benegth hisfingers.

"Because he doesn't have the sense to stop fighting, lass.” Nolo shook hishead tiredly. "Once he gets
hisanger up, nothing can bring him back to reason till there's nothing lft to fight. Especiadly when hesa

"We kept him from changing before," Ferrisingsted hopefully. "When wefirst got to the fortress.

"You did?' Nolo's bushy brows rose above the weary hollows of hiseyes. "Well then. Maybe there's
more hope than | thought. I've never known him to be satisfied short of somebody's killing when the
blood rage comes over him. And | don't think helll be killing the mander.”



Ferrisgasped. "It was amander?"
"Aye. A great mander. Threetimesthe size of any | ever saw.”
The Dwarf turned to Reiffen, who still dept in Daée's stony arms. "How's the boy?*

Ferris pushed deeper into the narrow crevice and laid ahand on her friend'sthin face. "'l don't think
hesdoing wdl at dl," shesaid. "Hesvery weak."

Dale said something in his own tongue; Nolo nodded agreement. "Dale's right. We need to get moving.
We can't rest here. The Three have other servants. And they'll be after us themselves soon.”

"But what about Redburr?’ In the paelight of Nolo'slamp, Ferrissface turned ashen with dismay.
"Wecant just leave him!"

"I'm afraid Redburr's on his own now, lass. I've already told you there's nothing we can do. And
theré's Reiffen il to rescue. We're not free yet. Redburr won't want usto come al thisway for nothing,
no matter what happensto him.”

Ferriss shoulders dumped. Even she knew Nolo wasright. All the same, thejoy of Reiffen'srescue
would ring hollow if it came at the cost of Redburr'slife.

Nolo nodded to Dae and Ddll, who maneuvered Reiffen down into the narrow cleft beneath their feet.
The Dwarves fingers and toes grabbed the rock like it was so much soft mud. When the crevice grew
too narrow to descend farther, they followed the new tunnel they had carved through the wall. Avender
and Ferris crawled behind, the stone scraping their backs and knees.

Nurren and Gorr met them with their packs in another small cell like the one Redburr had fetched them
from, what felt like amonth before. In the passage beyond, they found Delven and Snurr watching the
corridor that led to the guardroom. The two Dwarves had heard something of the fight with the mander
on the stairs above but had seen no sign of the bear. Nolo nodded grimly, and led them al back to the
tunnel inthefloor.

Reiffen dirred briefly when Dae and Dl laid him down on the rough stone. Ferriswas besde him at
once, brushing his hair back from hisface and holding his hand. Avender reached for Durk, to show his
friend who it was had saved them from the guards, but found his pocket torn and empty. The rock was

gone.
"We haveto go back!" he cried.

"Hush, lad." Nolo raised his handsto cam the boy. "There might be other things listening down here
besidesguards.”

"Y ou don't understand! We have to go back! I'velost Durk!™
"You logt the stone?"

Avender nodded. Tearswelled in his eyes. First Redburr, and now Durk. And he had been the onein
charge of Durk.

The Dwarf looked back the way they had come. "Do you know where?'

"I think it wasin the cave by the gair. | tripped, and Dae took Reiffen. Or maybeit was during the
fight." Hiswordstrailed off miserably as hetried to remember what had happened. But there had been so
much noise and confusion. And he had been so scared.

Nolo thought for amoment, then shook his head. "We can't go back. The Wizardswill bedl over the



place by now. We need to get as much stone between us and the fortress as we can.”
"But weld never have escaped without Durk's help! We can't just leave him!”

"We have no choice, lad. Going back would be foolish. We didn't go back for the bear, and we can't
go back for the stone, either. Reiffen's our first concern.”

Avender bit hislip. He knew the Dwarf wasright. But knowing that did nothing to soften thefeding
that he had betrayed the stone. If only he had noticed Durk was missing earlier. For awild moment he
thought he might run off and look for the rock by himsalf, but that idea passed as quickly asit came. A
trick like that would only make everything worse. He hung his head, thinking that anyone who forgot his
friends was no hero, no matter how many people he rescued.

"Go on, lad." Nolo tapped him on the shoulder. Avender |ooked up to see Ferris disappear into the
fissurein the floor. He took a deep breath and followed, but his cheeks burned and his eyes were wet as
he groped hisway through the tunnel. The rest of the Dwarves came behind to guard therear. At the
very end, Nolo siwung shut a pair of cleverly constructed doors that made the crack in the floor seem
naturd. It might not fool aWizard, but it would certainly trick the Sissit guards.

The different colors of the Dwarven lamps swept back and forth across the crevice asthey
descended, spotting the rough stone. Dale and Ddll hel ped Reiffen, while Ferrisand Avender did from
ledge to ledge on their own, too tired to try holding on by fingers and toes. By the time they reached the
bottom Ferriswas amost as bruised as Avender. But there was no rest at al when they finaly set foot on
the black sand; Nolo hurried them quickly on to the edge of the bone cave.

"WEIl haveto run here" he warned, taking Reiffen from Dae and hoisting him on his back. He peered
anxioudy ahead at the white mound in the middle of the cavern. "'If the Three have learned where we
went, thisisthe best place for them to cut us off. Let's hope Redburr thinks to meet us further on.”

He st off quickly, Reiffen bouncing on his back. Somehow Ferris and Avender managed to sumble
tiredly after him. The heavy feet of the other Dwarves plodded behind, their shadows rushing ahead in the
thin lamplight. At the bone pile Nolo led them around the outer edge. Avender, though he couldn't seeit
in the gloom at the top of the cavern, felt the hollow watchfulness of the dark hole above his head.
Despite himsdlf, he remembered the long passage where Ferris had amost led them the wrong way,
when the watchers had woken and the mander had soon followed. His sense of dread only grew after
they passed the bones; then the danger loomed unseen behind. Only when he had | ft the cavern and
reached the relative safety of thefirgt turn in the tunnd beyond was he findly rid of the notion that another
mander was about to crash out of the celling and smash down across the splintering bones to seize them
initsjaws.

Even then Nolo wouldn't let them rest. They no longer had to run, but he hurried them aong the road
al the same. When they reached the edge of the dark lake in the next cave, Reiffen wrinkled hisnose a
the sour smell and looked uncertainly at the walls around them.

"Where are we?' he asked.

"Inthe. .. inthe Stoneways," panted Ferris. "Below Ussene."”
"The Stoneways?"

"It's...it'salong gory."

Nolo cdled out to the Dwarvesin their own tongue. Dale and Dell nodded. He turned to the children.
"Avender, Ferris. Y ou go with Dale and Dell. No sense getting burned twice."



The children climbed onto the Dwarves shoulders, glad to rest their weary legs despite the
uncomfortable perch. Carefully Nolo led them into the dead lake.

Reiffen looked back at hisfriends. "At least tell me what happened in the guardroom,” he asked asthe
Dwarves doshed deeper into the water. "Whered that voice come from?'

"That was Durk." Avender looked down at the thick blackness swirling around Dell's knees.
"Who's Durk?'

"A taking stone," said Ferris.

"A talking stone?" Reiffen was more confused than ever.

"It'salong story."

Reiffen began to cough before he could ask another question. Ferris and Avender brought out their
handkerchiefsto cover their faces, remembering how piercing the stench had been the last time they
crossed the lake. Reiffen, who had no handkerchief, had to make do with his rough blanket.

Therewas till no time for conversation when they reached the other shore. Nolo and Delven quickly
fashioned ading from Reiffen’s blanket. Each of them lifted one end and started off at atrot down the
next tunnel, the boy dangling between them. Ferris and Avender staggered adong behind. They swatted
their way past the bugsin the next cavern without athought; they had more serious dangersto frighten
them now. Then they were off again at a steady pace. As Nolo had said, they wanted to put as much
stone between them and Ussene as possible. Reiffen, exhausted by the fumes from the lake, fell back to
degp in hismakeshift litter.

It was along march through cold tunnels to the Dwarves camp. Occasionaly Nolo called ahat and the
Dwarvesdl stood perfectly Hill, their bare feet feeling the rock for any ruffle of pursuit. But there was
none. Nor did they find any sign of pasties or talking stones. Avender dogged miserably at the back of
the company, hismind set glumly on Durk and Redburr. Ferriswalked beside Reiffen, hoping hewould
fed better when he woke. Both children collapsed beside their friend when they finally reached the
Dwarves old campste. It had been two long days, Nolo told them, since they last had any rest. "That
fool bear will find hisway back whether you're awake or not. Now both of you, go to deep.”

Nolo turned away, but not before Avender had seen alook of worry cross his heavy brow.

They dept along time. Even the Dwarves dept, though at |east one of them watched the caves around
them the whole time for any sign of pursuit. When Ferrisand Avender findly woke, they found Nolo and
Nurren frying fish in apan a the fire. Miserable and sore, Avender stretched and looked around the
cave. Therewas still no sign of the bear.

Aching dl over, he followed Ferristo the stream. Judging from the faces she made as she began to
wash, shefdt no better than he. Her cheek wasn't as swollen as before, but thin lines of red scab marked
the edges of her burns. She shuddered at the sight of her own face in the clear mirror of the pool. Not
even ahot med, or Reiffen deeping soundly beside them, was enough to make them fed better about the
missing bear. Or Durk.

Reiffen woke while they ae. Ferris hurried to fetch him a plate of food.
"Fedl better today?' Nolo looked closdly at the boy.
"Alittle"



"Good. Y ou're going to need your strength. It'salong walk home. Even | can't carry you al the way
back to Issnlough.”

"Were going to Issnlough?' Reiffen'sweary eyes sparked with the first interest anyone had seenin
him since hisrescue.

"Aye." The Dwarf nodded. "It'sonly fair. Ferris and Avender have dready been."

Ferris handed Reiffen hisbowl of mushroom grud. "It'sbeautiful,” shetold him. "The most beautiful
thing you'l ever see. Y ou won't believe the way it hangsin the darkness, dl lit up. Just like the chanddliers
inthe Greet Hall."

Reiffen nodded and accepted the offered food. He was much more interested in hisfirst meal outside
Ussene than in descriptions of 1ssinlough, no matter how much he wanted to go there. He gobbled his
bowl of mush, topped with freshly fried fish, asif it were tastier than the finest mussel stew.

"Ease up there, lad," cautioned Nolo. "Y ou'll make yoursdlf sick.”

The boy dowed his pace dightly, just enough for everyone to notice the clicking of histhimble on his
gpoon. The black iron reflected nothing of the golden flames dancing in the fire. His companions regarded
him with amixture of pity and sadness. All wondered if he would say something about histimein the
fortress, but he still wasn't ready to speak.

"You rescued mejust intime," was dl he said, mumbling self-conscioudy between bites. "They were
going to take my thumbs off next."

Avender thought darkly of what Durk had left unsaid when he had told them about hislast meeting
with the Three. Ferrisfrowned and laid aside the last of her breskfast.

"Where's Redburr?' asked Reiffen when thefirst edge of his hunger wasfilled. "It's not like him to miss
amed."

Ferrisand Avender exchanged alook. "Don't you remember?' asked the girl.

"l remember the three of you rescuing me. And something about atalking rock, and alot of narrow
caves." Reiffen winced as he rubbed his elbow with one of histhin hands. "But nothing more about
Redburr.”

"We haven't seen him," said Avender.

"Not snce the fight with the mander," added Ferris.
Reiffen'sface tightened. ™Y ou mean Redburr's till back there?"
Ferris nodded, blinking through her tears.

"There's no knowing what's happened to him, lad.” Nolo laid a stony hand on Reiffen's shoulder. "For
al we know the great fool's lost somewhere in the Stoneways. Chances are there's more than one way
out of that fortress. Delven and the others are off looking for some sign of him right now."

Ferriswiped her eyeswith her deeve and looked up hopefully. "Do you redly think he's safe?
Shouldn't we stay and help find him?”

Nolo shook hishead. His scraggly beard wagged across his chest. "None of that, |ass. I'm taking the
three of you straight home, now that I've got you. Bears running around loose in Bryddlough are bad
enough. Don't think I'm going to let you doit, too."



Avender didn't have the heart to tell Ferristhat Redburr had dmost killed him before he ran away.
That part of the tale he would leave for another time, when the Shaper'sloss wasn't so fresh. But later,
when Ferriswas at the pool helping Reiffen wash off some of the filth from the fortress, he asked the
Dwarf what he redlly thought had happened to Redburr, and whether any of them would be safeif the
Shaper did return.

"It'sdl one and the same, lad.” The Dwarf stared hard at the boy with his deep-set eyes. "'If he comes
back, helll befine. If he doesn't, he's either dead or the Shaper in him isgone forever. Not al the other
Oeinnen died. Some are till out there. Y ou just can't tell they're anything but wild animas anymore.

"Asfor seeing him again, I'm not giving up hope. Y ou shouldn', ether. Therell be plenty of timefor
mourning if we get back to the surface and find out for sure. Don't think the Three will leave it asecret if
they've dain Redburr. In the meantime you need to think more like Ferris." Nolo nodded toward the
pool, where the girl wasworrying at Reiffen'storn and dirty clothes. "All | did was give her alittle hope,
and she perked right back up.”

The Dwarf grinned suddenly, the thick lines of hisface cracking wide in amusement. "Y ou didn't think
we'd ever rescue Reiffen, did you, lad? But Ferris did, and she was right. Maybe shélll beright again.”

Avender tried hard to be hopeful after that, but somehow it just wasn't in him. Even with Reiffen back,
he couldn't convince himsdlf that anything had changed. Asfar ashe could tell, al they had done was
swap Redburr for Reiffen. Reiffen was hisfriend, but Avender knew there were alot of people who
wouldn't think Redburr for Reiffen was such a great exchange. And there were those thimbles to think
about, too.

After breakfast, Nurren bowed to each of them in turn before they set off.

"You'll keep an eye out for Durk, won't you, while you're looking for Redburr?' asked Avender as he
said good-bye.

"I'll dothat." Nurren'stools jangled as he hooked histhumbs on hisbdt. "Weadl will. | know I'd liketo
hear that rock talk again. A regular geode, heis."

They left Nurren kicking the fire gpart; afew coals Szzled asthey fdl into the pool. Then Nolo led the
children back toward the Northway and the mansions of the Dwarves. They had barely |eft the cave
before Ferrisindgsted Nolo tell them everything that happened after she and Avender left with the Shaper.
"Maybe theré's aclue about Redburr you missed. And how isit you built that tunnel just where we
needed it, anyway?"

"That'seasy. Y ou didn't think wed sit around on our hands while you were off looking for Reiffen, did
you?"

"But how did you dig it so fast”?"

"Y ou know better than that, lass." The Dwarf frowned as he sumped aong the rocky floor. Beside
him Reiffen concentrated on hiswalking, with little extra breeth to waste on talking. "Bryddin dways dig
fast. And we weren't paying any attention to how it looked. That's why the way was so rough. Dale and
Dl wanted to fix it up while we were waiting, but | knew keeping alookout for you was the better
idea"

"Wed have beeninalot of troubleif you hadn't been there," said Avender.
"Well, there wasn't supposed to be any fighting.” Nolo stroked his beard. "Delven and | figured it



might be easier to go round the guards on your way back, in case there was any trouble. Wefound a
fissure we liked in the stone and went to work. Cutting tunnel isn't hard if you let the stone giveyou a
good gart.”

"But how could you be sure the sssit wouldn't find you first?" asked Ferris.

"Bad luck for themif they did." Then hetold her about the fight with the mander, and how Avender's
blow to the creature's eye was what saved them.

Avender blushed and said that wasn't redlly the case, that Nolo was the only one the mander had
feared. "I couldn't have done anything if it hadn't been watching you so closely. Even Redburr couldn't
hurt it."

"| think youre ahero,” said Ferris.
Avender looked down at the stony ground as his ears began to tingle.
"It scares me, though,” she continued, "to think that Redburr can lose control like that.”

"He went after that mander like iron shavings after alodestone,” said Nolo. "Just because he looks
human sometimes doesn't mean he ever is. Y ou humans dways think anything that cantalk isjust like
you. But we aren't." He ducked his head to pass beneath a particularly low section of cave, and
scrambled on.

Avender followed. He gritted histeeth and, wishing he had one of those Inach swords that Nolo said
he was going to make, added Redburr's murder to the list of what the Wizards had to pay for.

They passed back down the Northway, their mood somber. Gradually they gave up looking for Redburr
to return. With every march their spirits dropped, even Ferriss. She stopped looking up every time a bat
flew overhead in the darkness. If Redburr hadn't found them yet, it was getting less and lesslikely he ever
would.

They traveled dowly at the beginning but, as Reiffen grew stronger, gradualy extended their marches.
Every day helooked alittle better, even cold porridge hel ped him regain his strength. His eyes began to
shine and his cheeksfilled out, though it would take awarm sun to put some color back into the ashy
palor of hisface.

Avender and Ferristold him about their own adventures. the race down the Sun Road in the rickety
wagon; how Skimmer had rescued Avender; how they had al nearly drowned in Grimbl€esairship. But
Reiffen remained silent about histimein Ussene. His friends gave each other knowing glances. No matter
how much better Reiffen looked on the outside, he never seemed to get any better on theingde. It
became more and more obviousto all of them that he had been changed by his stay with the Wizards.
Maybe not in the way they had anticipated when they set out to rescue him, but changed just the same.
He seldom spoke and never smiled. More than once Avender found himself wondering if the change was
to more than just hisfriend's mood.

Ferrisingsted there was nothing wrong with Reiffen that going home wouldn't cure. "We can't even
imagine what the Wizards did to him," shetold Avender and Nolo. "How do you think you'd fed ?*

Neither Dwarf nor boy argued with her, but they kept their watch on Reiffen dl the same, just as
Redburr had told them to.

Eventudly they reached Cammas. Though hisfriends had prepared him for the sight, Reiffen was ill
astonished. He even perked up a bit again when he saw the vast cave filled with dim, hazy light and the



boats fishing on the windless sea. Twin lumps cameto Ferriss and Avender's throats when their friend
told them how much he thought the lake looked like VValing at daybresk on agloomy day, when the white
peaks of the Bavadars were hidden above the clouds. Both wondered if Valing would ever be the same
without Redburr to shareit with.

A Dwarf named Rolk met them at the first hut. He had sailed with Gammit from Issinlough as soon as
Deven's migtrin had brought Dwvon the news of their success. The Nightfish waswaiting for them at the
mouth of the Cammeas|oway. But the humansin the village had seen two children go off into the
Stoneways and three come back, and they al wanted to know where the extra boy had come from. And
what had happened to the bat? Nolo had aready decided he had to tell them some version of the truth.
When everyone heard it was Reiffen who had been added to the party, and that he had been rescued
from Ussene, there was no stopping them from having another feast to celebrate the company's safe
return.

Redburr, they weretold, was returning to Issinlough by a different route.

Eagerly everyone gathered round to get agood look at the young prince. Most of them were from
Wayland or Banking, but al knew the story of Reiffen’'s parentage. Legitimate or not, they wanted a
glimpse of the nephew of the king. They murmured among themselves and shook their heads a the marks
of misuse on his hands, but they were glad to see the proof of his escape al the same. One stepped
forward, delegated by the others to make a speech of welcomefor them al. A rough miner he was, with
hands and fingers as knobby as the rock he carved. "It's good to see you safe and well, my lord,” he
said, ducking his head respectfully. "I saw your mother once. Riding in acarriage past the Old Paacein
Malmoret, shewas. A red princess. Shell be glad to see you home, I'll guess.”

Reiffen thanked him for hiskindness, and the others for their concern. He was not used to such
attention—few folk in Valing had ever cared much about that part of him—yet hewas graciousdl the
same. Giserre had taught him well for the future she was certain he would have. Everyonein Cammas
agreed he was afine example of hishouse.

"Quality shows," said one woman to her friend after both had donetheir curtsies. "And after what he's
been through, too."

"It'ssuch apity the princessis promised to the other one," her friend replied. Both tried hard not to
dare at thethimbles.

But the crowd in Cammas wasn't large, and al were respectful of the boy's condition. They let him and
his companions enjoy the feast as they wished. Only occasionally did they interrupt for a speech or two,
especidly after the ale had begun to flow. Even then, when the travelers expressed their desire to rest
before the revelry was finished, there was only alittle bowing, and onefind, brief good-bye, before they
were allowed to go.

They retired to the same small cabin they had dept in before. Only thistime there were four of them
crowded into the little room, where before they had only been three plus abat hanging from the chimney.
Avender grew quiet as he remembered the way Redburr had liked to open one of hissmall, beady eyes
to check that he and Ferriswere dl right, before he wrapped hiswingstightly across his sscomach and
went to deep himsaf. Nolo was amuch better guardian, and had certainly always been the more
responsble of the two in every way; but losing his gluttonous friend was nearly asbad aslosing his
mother. At least when Reiffen had been taken, there had been the hope of rescue. For Redburr, there
was no going back at all.

Reiffen, for thefirgt time since he had been taken from Valing, actualy felt comfortable. He lay pressed
tightly between hisfriends, the fire warming hisfeet asthe food warmed hisbelly. If he closed hiseyeshe



could almost imagine he was home. The bed might be abit harder than what he dept in at the Manor, but
Avender was beside him and his other friends close by. He rubbed his chin comfortably along the edge of
his blanket and wiggled histoes by thefire.

"Hetold mel could learn magic,” hesad.

"Eh? What'sthat, lad?' Nolo stirred deepily from somewhere near the door.

"Magic?' Ferris sat up at once. She sounded much more interested than the Dwarf.

"You know," said Reiffen. "What Wizards do."

"I know what magicis," said Ferris. "l wasjust surprised. Why would the Three want to teach you
megic?'

"It wasn't the Three. It was Fornoch. And he did it to try and get me to do what they wanted. | think
they thought if they gave me some sort of present, I'd do what they asked.”

"What did they ask?' said Nolo. He had sat up beside the doorway and was paying closer attention
now.

Reiffen looked up at the roof of the hut. The stone celling was danted as steeply asit wasin hisand
Avender's room back home. He didn't like thinking about the Three even now, though they were far
away. But since he had begun to speak, he knew he must keep on or never tell thetae.

"They wanted meto claim my crown. They told me there were alot of people who wanted meto be
king instead of my uncle. They said they'd help me."

"That's just what Redburr said they'd do," said Ferris.

Then Reiffen told them most of what had happened to him while he had been with the Wizards. For a
long time no one interrupted: even Ferris understood that the flow of hiswords, if ever stopped, might not
pick up again. The shadows of the dying fire grew gtill. Hetold them amost everything: his meeting with
the Three; how they had alowed him to run fredly through the upper levels of the fortress; of the Library
that Fornoch had said was summoned specidly for him.

"That was when he said held teach me magic,” the boy explained. ™Y ou should have seen the books
there. Hundreds of them. Y ou'd have loved it, Ferris. History and poetry. The lives of kings and queens.
But mostly they were books of magic. And the ways of Areft and the world. And there was a spider, and
askeleton, and a green stone that throbbed whenever | came closetoiit.”

"A green stone?" asked Avender.

Reiffen nodded. "Fornoch told me I'd never dieif | took it. When he held it close | could fedl it besting
intimewith my heart. It waslikeit wasdive."

"Now that I'd have liked to see" said the Dwarf. "A living stone.”

"Durk was dive," said Avender. He picked up a pebble from the floor and tossed it into thefire. A
shower of sparks bolted up the chimney when it struck.

"Durk didn't throb," said Ferris.
"He throbbed when hetalked,” said Avender. ™Y ou could fed it in your hand.”

"Maybe the green stone was like Durk." Ferristurned to Reiffen. "Did your stonetalk?’



"Not that | heard." Reiffen thought for amoment. "But it didn't seem to be divelike that. It was more
likeasnake. Or atree. A tree'sdive, but you can't talk to it."

"Maybe Durk wasthat kind of stone," suggested Avender. "Only he got away and Fornoch couldn't
use him for what he wanted. | hope Nurren'sfound him."

Ferristurned back to Reiffen, her eyes gleaming in the firelight. "Were you tempted?”
"Not really. Mostly | was scared.”

"I'd have been tempted. Imagine being able to use magic! Think of what you could do! And never
dying, either!" Ferrishugged her knees close benegath her blanket, cozy in the warmth of the little cabin,
far from dungeons or Wizards bearing gifts.

"Did they tell you why they wanted you to live forever?' asked Nolo from his place by the door.

Reiffen shook hishead. "'l think it was just another gift to get meto help them. | don't even know if
they redlly meant it, or if it would work. How would astone let you live forever? They were dwaystelling
me what they would do for meif | did what they asked.”

"And if you didn't?' the Dwarf went on. "Did they tdll you what would happen if you didn't do what
they wanted?'

Reffen frowned. "They said it redly didn't matter what | decided. They said they could make me do
whatever they wanted and no one would ever know the difference.”

"That's not true." Avender looked carefully a hisfriend. "Y ou'd know. If you gavein to them, you'd
haveto live with being atraitor the rest of your life."

"| think the other would beworse," said Ferris. "Knowing they were making you do something, and
everyone thinking you were atraitor just the same."

Reiffen said nothing. He remembered atal window and alittle man, and the gloomy afternoon light on
the narrow valley beyond. He had said dl he wanted to say about histime in Ussene. But now his
memory had been stirred, and the cozy comfort of the cabin was gone. His darker mood returned, he
said nothing more of what had happened to him. Hisfriends, once they saw he had finished, rolled
themsalves back in their blankets and went to deep. But Reiffen lay still and deeplesswhile everyone ese
snored around him. His heart ached a what he had done, though he knew he had been compelled by a
will much stronger than hisown. A coldness lingered insde him that no hearth could warm. He curled up
closer to the fire and held his hands out to the flames. The iron thimbles remained dark and cold. Quickly
he put his hands back benesth his blanket and tried once more to deep. But it was hard to close his eyes
for along, long time, for fear of what he might see.

22
Thimbles

When they woke they breskfasted in Cammas, then followed the loway back to the bottom of the world.
Gammit and the Nightfish were moored in the same spot they had |eft them in on their outward voyage,
thistime by a short cable to the underside of the stone. Ferrislooked up at the bare rock, half-expecting
to find Redburr hanging by his claws from some narrow crevice overhead. Though shetried to hide her



disappointment, Avender noticed her worried frown when she saw the Shaper wasn't there. He wished
he could think of something to say to make her fed better. At least she till had hope.

Gammit glared a them when they arrived. "Back again, | see. Well, the sooner you get aboard, the
sooner I'll get back to important work. Come on."

One by one they clambered onto the airship. Nolo introduced Reiffen, and Gammit gave him alook
that suggested they had al goneto agreat ded of trouble for very little return. When everyone was
crowded onto the deck, Rolk untied the cable from the mooring and jumped on board beside them.

Sowly the ship settled downward, away from the great stone roof. Gammit muttered something about
extraweight: Rolk tossed severd bags of rock overboard. The Nightfish bobbed back toward the
ceiling, but not before they had dropped far enough to see alarge lamp shining brightly around the corner
of an outcrop in the stone above.

"That'sagood idea," said Ferris, shading her eyes as shelooked around the ship. "Where's Grimble?!

"Back in the workshop." Gammit frowned as he coiled the cable and stowed it below the hull. "Some
Bryddin havedl the luck."

Other lamps shone overhead asthey left Cammas and flew on through the empty night. Each light
stood out like a sentind star againgt the darkness, the next emerging just asthe last disappeared astern.

Nothing else about the trip was new. The Dwarves spent most of the journey tinkering with the ship,
which left the children to themsalves. They passed the time in ngpping and talking asthe darkness did by.
Ferrisdid most of the talking, though Avender did his best to help. Reiffen still had little to say, though he
did brighten noticeably when Nolo took him for atour belowdecks. The boy's interest pleased Gammiit,
who went on to show him everything from the gearing in the stern to the blazing lamp in the bow. "He
might not be strong enough to work the crank," declared the Dwarf, "but at least he knows the difference
between a sprocket and a spanner. There may be some hope for you Abbeninni after all.”

At length one of the lamps overhead grew brighter asthey gpproached, instead of fading back into the
darkness behind them. Reiffen looked on in awe as he gazed a I1ssinlough for thefirst time. Thethin
curtains of the Vells shimmered in the light of the lamps; the unnerets and gossamer paths gleamed like
spider slk.

Besde him, Ferris softly repeated the words Nolo had sung when they first came to the city many
weeks before.

"Falling waters break the night;
Silver's shine slips into sight.
In the darkness, deep below,
Lies the light of Issinlough."”

"You'reright," Reiffen answered. "It isthe most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

Willing hands were there to help them guide the Nightfish back into its berth when they arrived at
Grimble's workshop, but none of their old friends had come to greet them. Grimble was distracted with
other projects, and Dwvon and Uhle were busy in VVonn Kurr. The company made their good-byesto
Gammit and Rolk, then followed Nolo wearily through the maze of passages back to the city and the
Rupiniah. But even the beauty of Issinlough wasn't enough to make up for losing Redburr. Dwvon's
barren unneret echoed their mood; the empty halls and passages thudded dully beneath the sad tramp of
their booted feet. Even the lovely smell of Mother Norra's kitchen, spreading thick through the
upside-down tower like the leaves of ahidden tree, left the children cold.



"Beans and bacon!" she exclaimed when she saw them. "And to think how worried | was| might
never see you youngsters again! So thisis Reiffen! Helooks like he could use a peck or two of stew!
And you could dl of you use agood washing. Those clotheslook like they haven't been changed in
weekd"

She rushed across the room to envelop Ferrisand Avender in awhite-aproned hug. For a moment
they caught a glimpse of alarge man seated at the table with his back to them, but they didn't see him
again until the happy cook had set them free. The sound of alarge durp filled the kitchen asthe other
guest finished his soup; with arattle of poon on stone, he dropped his arm back and turned around.

"Redburr!"

Ferrisrushed forward, in time with her legping heart. Avender and Reiffen weren't far behind. The
Shaper, smdling of soup and beer, wrapped al three of them in his enormous arms. For along moment
his three friends were children again, everything that had happened to them since leaving Vaing forgotten.

"What took you so long?* he asked, leaning back for aview of something more than the tops of their
heads.

"Ud" Ferrislooked up, tears shining in her eyes. "We're not the ones who disappeared! Where have
you been?'

"l had to come back thelong way." Despite himsdlf, the Shaper beamed. "While the rest of you were
lolling around on that flying sack Gammit calls an airship, | waswinging acrossthe surface ashard as|
could on my wesk littlewings."

Nolo's eyes narrowed suspicioudy as the children disentangled themsdlves from Redburr'sarms. "Did
Gammit know you were here? I'll cook himin my own furnaceif hedid.”

"None of that now, Mr. Nolo." Mother Norrafluttered forward, waving her gpron with her hands.
"Mr. Redburr didn't arrive until after Mr. Gammiit left. And he only just got up. He's been having anice,
long nap since heflew in. A fat pigeon, he was. Scared me hdf to death when he landed on my window
there and started to talk. | had to climb haf the stairsin Issinlough to find clothes big enough for him
when he woke."

Nolo relented with awide smile and banged the Shaper happily on the shoulder. Redburr winced at
the blow. "Careful,” hewarned. "Or I'll leave again and let you dedl with these three dl therest of the
way home."

Nolo's smile only broadened, his face opening wide as fresh-plowed earth.

Reiffen stepped forward and bowed, hisface as solemn as stone. "I have not yet thanked you, sir, for
saving me. Y ou risked grave danger for my sake. We dl thought you dead. My debt can never—"

"That's enough, boy." Redburr waved Reiffen's thanks away. "1 had to come get you, or never hear the
end of it from your mother. Asfor my getting away, let'sjust say | had to find adifferent exit.”

"What about the mander?' asked Avender, remembering too vividly thefight in the guardroom.

Redburr shrugged. "I don't know what happened to the mander. Whilel waschasingit | raninto a
company of ssst instead. Unfortunate for them, but fortunate for me. When we were finished, my head
findly cleared. The whole fortress was after me and | had no ideawhere | was. So | did a couple more
shifts, and led everyone amerry chase up and down Ussene until | finally found my way to the roof and
flew avay."

"What about those flying creatures you met before?' asked Ferris. " The ones who chased you last



spring.
"| suppose they weredl out combing the mountainsfor you. | never saw them.”

"No, | don't suppose you did." Nolo studied the Shaper thoughtfully. "And | guess our easy escape
had nothing to do with everyone chasing you instead of us."

Redburr threw up hislarge hands. "Never occurred to me.”

The children's mood was completely changed by the time Mother Norraled them upstairs for awash
before dinner. With Redburr returned, their triumph was complete. Avender forgot about Durk for a
while, and even Reiffen looked happy. The weter clattered merrily asthe bathsfilled. Thick steam
dampened the stone walls. They laughed and sang in their tubs, Ferris and the boys caling back and forth
to one another through the open windows of their rooms. Their voices raced across the darkness like
larks above a summer meadow.

"Crash and boom!
Thump and roar!
The falls ahead will crab your oar!
But we can race away to shore
With sails that bring us home once more!"

"How'sthat?' Mother Norraasked after Ferris had told her she and Avender had lost their spare
clothing. "Rotted away in aburning lake! Only in the Stoneways, | suppose. But never you mind. I've got
somethings of Mr. Dwvon's| can takein for you. Mustard and mutton, I've half amind to burn what
you've been wearing dl thistime!"

When they came back down to the kitchen they stuffed themsalves to bursting on another of Mother
Norras famous stews. But they had dept so much on the Nightfish that, even with their belliesfull, no
one was tired when they were done. So Nolo led them down to the bottom of Dwvon's unneret, where
the lowest chamber had afloor of clear glass. One could stand in the center of the room and look into the
Abyss beow, degpening darkness the only thing visible beneath one's shoes. Mullioned windows circled
the room; a stone bench ran below. On one side the windows looked out onto the silver dish of the
Bryddsmet. On the other, four of the Veils sparkled and wove like rainwater dripping from the eaves of
far-off houses.

"It looksalot likethe Tear," said Ferris. "Except for thefloor." She did onefoot carefully forward just
to make sure there was no sudden end to the glass.

"Actudly, it'sthe Tear that looks likethis," answered Nolo. He sested himself on the bench beside the
door with a contented sigh. "We cal it the Bryddis B'wee. Sometimes we come here to look for Brydds
return.”

Reiffen stood in the middie of the floor, staring down at the emptiness beneath his feet, but Avender
and Ferris preferred to sit near Nolo. Redburr crossed unconcernedly to the other side of the room,
where he flopped down on the bench and pulled from his pocket ajar of jellied minnows he had snuck
out of Mother Norras cupboard. "Now then, boy," he said to Reiffen as he opened the lid and drew out
thefirg of the smal fish, "there are some things we have to discuss. I've been talking to Nolo, and we
need to make afew decisions before we go back to Valing. First off, what do you think those things are
Ussais put on your fingers?'

Reiffen shrugged. "1 don't know," he said.



"Have you tried to take them off?"
"I'vetried. But | can't.”

Hetook a deep breath, then grasped the thimble on hisleft hand firmly with the fingers of hisright. He
grimaced for amoment, partly from effort and partly from pain. When he stopped, hisface was flushed
and red.

"Maybe | should try," said Nolo.

Redburr gulped down another fish and shook his head. ™Y ou're too strong. Y ou might pull the finger
off entirdly. | think I'd better be the oneto try."

He put down hisjar and crossed the glass floor to the boy. Reiffen offered him his hands. Gently the
Shaper took the left in both his own, and examined thimble and finger. He twisted them thisway and that,
and even bent over to sniff at the cold metal. When he was satisfied there was nothing moreto learn, he
dtiffened hisgrip and tried to pull the thimble off. Reiffen clenched his other hand until the knuckles went
white but said no word. Redburr changed his grip and tried again. Once more nothing happened.

"That's not coming off," he said as he stepped away. Reiffen tried to massage the feding back into his
hand. "Not unlesswe cut off thefinger."

"You can't do that!" cried Ferris.

"We might haveto, girl." Redburr retrieved hisjar from the bench and sat back down. "It's definitely
magic. And we have no ideawhat it'sfor.” He pulled another fish from the jar and swallowed it down.

"They werejudt torturing him," said Ferris. "That'sdl it is. Reiffen said so himsdlf.”

The Shaper wiped his greasy fingers on his beard. "The Three have no need for torture,” he said. "It's
an uncommon person whose will won't bend to theirs at thefirst try. No, I'minclined to believe thereésa
purpose to what's on the boy's fingers.”

Reiffen said nothing. He continued to stare down through the floor into the Abyss, but his thoughts
were far away to the north, in an enormous room with astone table and a beam of false moonlight.

"But what can apair of thimblesdo?' asked Ferris.
"Maybe they keep him in the Wizards power while he's so far away,” suggested Nolo.

"We don't have any ideawhat they do," said the Shaper. "And it's no use trying to guess. It'snot like
we have any grest experience with magic.”

"Do you think you're different?" asked Avender suddenly of hisfriend.

Reiffen considered the question. "Well," hereplied after amoment, "I'm not the same. Y ou wouldn't
be, either, if you'd spent asmuch timeas| did in that place. But | don't fed like anyone's controlling me,
if that'swhat you mean. | don't fed like they've done anything to me. But | guess Ussals could have done
just about anything he wanted and | probably wouldn't even remember.”

" think they put those things on you just to make us suspicious,” said Ferris. She looked about at her
companions one by one, amost challenging anyone to disagree with her. "We know how much they like
to make usfight among oursaves."

"That'strue." Redburr lifted his nearly empty jar and tilted it forward to see what was|eft insde. A few
gobs of jdly spilled onto his beard. After eating those, he cleaned out the ingde of the glasswith his
finger, smacked hislips, and went on. "All the same, you and Avender need to remember why | brought



you aong. Y ou need to keep an eye on Reiffen. If he does anything strange, you let me know right
avay."

Reiffen lifted his eyesfrom the floor. "What do you think | might do?" he asked, looking at the Shaper.

Redburr combed the last of the jelly from his beard, then licked hisfingers clean. "It's hard to say, boy.
For dl we know Usseis wanted us to rescue you. Then, if you ever challenge your uncle for the throne, it
will look like the Wizards had nothing to do with it. We, on the other hand, will never know thered truth
oneway or the other. But if those thimblesredlly do anything to you, it's most likely to be some sort of
control. What Ussaislikes best isto bend things to his own will. He's never happy unless he'stwisting
something to his own purpose. Well just have to keep our eyes and noses open for anything suspicious.
After dl, it'sjust aslikely weredly did rescue you, and those caps on your fingers don't do anything at
al”

"But you don't redly think that, do you."
"No, boy. | don't."

Reiffen and Redburr regarded one another steadily, asif there were no one ese with themin the
B'wee. Behind the Shaper the lights of the city gleamed like colored lanterns on a summer night. On the
boy's sde of the room there was only dark. He looked very much aone. If Redburr was right, then
Reiffen'swould be the red burden. Others might watch for some sign he was no longer himsdlf; but, if
their worst fears proved true, they would gtill be the samein the end. Only Reiffen would be lost.

"I il think cutting off hisfingersisthe best idea," said Nolo. Thistime Ferrisleaned over and swatted
him angrily on the arm. Redburr chuckled as she wrung her stinging hand, and even Reiffen had to smile.

"Wdl, itisahorribleidea," sad Feris.

"Yes itis," agreed the Shaper, Still smiling. "Which iswhy | think we should let him keep histhimbles
for thetime being. And hisfingers. Until we're sure what those caps arefor, it'd be dangerousto fool with
them. For dl we know, cutting them off might even kill the boy.” He turned to Reiffen and histone turned
more serious. "But if you show any sign at dl of not being yoursdlf, then well have to take more dragtic
action. For our sake, aswdl asyours.”

So it wasthat Ferris and Avender spent the rest of the journey watching their friend closaly. If he minded
their scrutiny, he never gave asign. And though they never thought for amoment that he was under the
influence of any spell or glamour, they were aso certain he wasn't the same old Reiffen, either. He had
said so himsdf. Hismood was too often darker and more distant than it had been, and frequently he
seemed to be looking at things no one €l se could see. Rarely did he speak unless Ferris or Avender
spokefirst, which meant that Ferris had to work especialy hard to keep any conversation going among
the three of them. But a the sametime, hewas till definitely Reiffen. Avender couldn't explain why they
thought so, but Ferris could. "It's hiseyes," she told Redburr when he asked. "Those are Reiffen's eyes.
I'm suretherésno onedseinsde.”

The next day, after another filling breskfast, Ferris argued with Mother Norra about whether their filthy
clothes should be burned or washed.

"I'm not going back outside with nothing to wear but cut-down Dwarf breeches! | need my own
clothes”

"But think of where they've been, dearie! Better to burn them than carry around even the smallest



pinch of that nasty megic!”
"| dready told you, we never saw the Wizards!"
"Yes, but youwereinther hals Theres spdlsin the dust and dirt, I'm sure!”
"I want my clothes!"

It was some time before Avender had put enough stone between him and the kitchen to lose the sound
of their arguing. He wasfeding sorry for himself again, and wanted to think of al the things he might have
done to keep from losing Durk. For awhile he wandered among the unneret's empty rooms. When
Redburr findly found him, he was leaning on therailing of one of the bal conies, his eyeslocked on the
shimmer of theVeils

"Nolo told me what happened to Durk," said the Shaper as he came up beside the boy. "It wasn't your
fault”

"It was." Avender frowned stubbornly. "'l was the one who asked him to come with us. HEd never
have gone back to the fortress otherwise."

"That was his choice, not yours, boy. Y ou did what you thought best.”
"l waswrong."

"No, you weren't. Y ou offered Durk the best chance he was ever going to have of getting out of
Ussene. He knew that. 1t'swhy he came with us."

"We made him come with us. He could've stayed behind with Nurren. That'swhat he wanted to do.”

"I made him come with us, not you." A hint of Redburr's bearish growl lingered across the night.
"Blame meif you want, boy, but don't blame yoursdlf.”

"You put mein charge." Avender bit hislip and stared into the darkness so Redburr couldn't see his
eyes. "l wasthe onewho logt him."

The Shaper leaned on therail beside him and stared at the dark aswell. "Soldiersfall in battle dl the
time, boy. Don't think you'll ever get used to it. Y ou didn't suppose we were going to tangle with the
Three and come away without a scratch, did you? Weve been lucky enough asitis. I'm aive, and you
have no idea how lucky that was. And Reiffen's alive, and so's Ferris. | hope you have wit enough to
understand that. Don't ever think you have to eat al the berries on the bush.”

Redburr straightened and turned his face from the darkness to the city. "Now come on. It'stimeto go
back to the others. Nolo wants to show you the Dinnach a Dwvon and Uhles Forge. And Ferrisisina
hurry because she wants to get back in time to wash her clothes."

Avender followed the Shaper back insde the upside-down tower. Behind them the Vells and the city
gleamed. He knew Redburr wasright, and the fact that even the Shaper forgave him was a grest
comfort. Still, deep in his heart, he wished he had been quick and smart enough to save the stone.

From Issinlough they were four hard days climbing the Sun Road. The last night they spent inthe Axe
and Ruby, where Redburr made them take dinner in their rooms. "Thelonger it takes for the Threeto
find usagain, the better," he confided between tankards. "In the meantime well just befivetravelerson
our way to Vding."

It was high summer when they came out from Uhle's Gate into the daylight once again. The



|ate-afternoon sun had aready falen behind the round shoulders of Alodomin. All of Grangorelay in
early shadow below. But, high up on the dope of Ivismundra, the sun still shone warm upon their faces,
and they had to shield their eyes from the brightness. Nothing the Bryddin could build would ever match
the strength of the sun. Around them the trees swayed in the breeze; birds and squirrels scolded and sang
among the branches. It was the wind the children had missed the most during their long weeks
underground: the wind brushing against their faces and whistling past their ears. Thewind and therain and
all the smal sounds of woodpeckers and bullfrogs, crickets and crows. The Under Ground was a silent
place, unless there were Dwarves a work close by.

"It'sfunny.” Ferristook adeep breath of clear, fresh air. "l fed like I'm aready home."

"That's because you are," said the Shaper. "The Stoneways aren't for humans, for al the lamps and
gold."

They spent one night with Huri and Nurr, then continued on to Upper Crossing. Angun had returned to
Bryddlough, Huri told them, after deciding there was nothing worth hisinterest above-ground. From
Upper Crossing they took the river route back to Mremmen, where they had no difficulty hiring another
ship to take them north to Lugger. Nolo had brought afew lamps back with him from Bryddlough,
enough to hirearoya barge.

Reiffen asked Redburr why they couldn't go back through Mamoret and Rimwich, at which the
Shaper cuffed him affectionately. "We go to al the trouble of rescuing you from the Wizards, and you
want to risk your neck in your uncle's court? 'Y our mother would have my hidein front of her hearth if |
even thought about taking you to Rimwich." But Avender heard him tell Nolo afterward that he was glad
to see Reffen dill thinking like achild. "It's the boy that wantsto see Maomoret,” he said. "Not Wizards.
Maybe weve been lucky."

Two weeks from Grangore the party rode over the top of the pass on horses purchased in Lugger and
came homefindly to Vaing. Thelake glistened before them; beyond rose the sharp pesks of the High
Bavadars. To the north, thelong plume of spray from thefdls swirled like chimney smoke high into the
cloud-dotted sky. Rainbows crossed the cliffs. Last spring's lambs, now nearly aslarge astheir mothers,
looked up from the meadows as the travel ers rode by, and the orchards past Easting were thick with
haf-szed fruit. The smdll of fresh-mown hay filled the air.

No one noticed them until they had almost reached the Manor. Then apair of woodcutters spotted the
travelers as they rode out of Goston's Wood toward the Neck. "Why, tick meif it isn't Nolo and
Redburr come home," said one.

"Who'sthat with 'em?' asked the other. "Thefirst two's Ferris and Avender, but | don't recognize the
third."

They tossed their capsin the air and gave a cheer when Ferristold them it was Reiffen. Then nothing
would do but the travelers had to stop and shake hands all around. The woodcutters wanted them to
dismount and tell their tale right there, but Redburr pointed out they were hoping to see some supper
before nightfal, and that someone was no doubt waiting for the loads of wood the woodsmen had
dropped by the side of the road. So the woodcutters hurried them on with loud cheers that had everyone
rushing out from the nearer farms to see what was up. It wasn't long before the party had picked up a
train of children and dogswilling to risk missing supper for the greater fun of accompanying Reiffen onthe
last short leg of hisjourney home.

They were quite the smal crowd by the time they crossed the Pinch to the front gate of the Manor.
Dennol Longbay had dready come hafway out from the gatehouse to see what was causing dl the
uproar. When he recognized Nolo and Redburr riding at the front of the little party, he relaxed and



leaned easly on hispike.

"What's dl this noise you've brought with you, Redburr?' he asked, grabbing the bridle of the Shaper's
horse and winking at the children behind him.

"Weve brought back the boy."

"The boy? And what boy might—! Y ou mean you've got Reiffen?" Dennol took another look at the
three children intherear. "l see Ferrisand Avender, but | don't—"

Then they dl redized how much Reiffen had changed if an old friend like Dennal didn't recognize him
as soon as he saw him. A closer inspection, however, caused the forester's jaw to drop in surprise. He
shook his spear and grinned fiercely. A amilelit hisfacejust like those on thelegping children, and he
danced alittlejig of hisown.

"Welcome home, boy!" he crowed. "Welcome home!”

"Yes, itiswecome, isntit," said Reiffen. He seemed suddenly older, asif he had been gonefor long
yearsingtead of months, and sadder, too. A quiet smile ghosted across his face as they passed through
the gate and back into the old, familiar courtyard. The high gables and side porches of the big house
threw long shadows across the dusty ground.

Gleeful children surged into the yard around them. Stable boys raced from the barnsto see what al the
commotion was about, and kitchen maids gathered at the scullery door. "It's Reiffen! It's Reiffen!™ came
the cry, and the news sped quickly back through the halls of the Manor. An argument broke out between
the stable boys and some of the older children over who had the better right to hold the travelers horses
while they dismounted, which opened the way for Atty Peeks and hisfriendsto do the job instead.

Reiffen wasjust diding off his horse when Berrel and Hern came wondering out onto the front porch
to stare in astonishment at the returning travelers. Nolo had only taken Ferris and Avender with him to
vigt Issnlough, yet here he was returning with Reiffen and Redburr aswell. There had never been any
talk of rescue from that direction. Clearly agreet ded of explaining needed to be done, none of which
was anywhere near asimportant asthe joy at seeing Reiffen safely home. The stewards hurried down the
steps and into the courtyard, great smiles beaming on their faces. Everyonetried to talk at once and no
one understood aword. Dogs chased one another through the dirt. The courtyard rang with barking and
cheers.

Then dl fel slent. The dry summer dust spun in the evening light. Giserre had gppeared on the front
step of the Manor. She waited for her son to see her, knowing he would find her on the porch long
before she found him in the swirling crowd. In amoment he had pushed across the yard and was kneeling
on the step before her. Shelooked down upon hisface, tears glittering in her eyes. Then she held out her
hand and drew Reiffen up onto the step beside her. Together they looked out upon their friends standing
quietly in the courtyard.

"My sonisreturned." Giserre spoke smply, but in such avoice that everyone could hear. " Great is our
debttoyou dl.”

Her face shone with gladness. Looking away from the crowd, she offered her son her arm. Together
they went back inside. Another great cheer followed them, and all the dogsjoined in once more.

There were many talesto be told and explanations to be made, but for the moment Redburr and the rest
of the company were happy just to follow Hern to the kitchen. She sent Tinnet off to the Tear with atray
filled with Reffen'sfavorite food, then turned her attention to the rest of them. By the time they had eaten



their fill of fresh bread and pickled graylings most of the story had aready been told. Hern was especidly
unhappy when she learned the details of how she had been deceived. She haf-threatened to banish the
Shaper from Vding forever for hispart in the plot, but everyone knew she didn't mean it, especialy after
she had Atty bring out afresh jar of honey while she was till in the middle of her scold. Then Dennal,
who had forgotten to return to his post, asked to hear about the Nightfish again; and of coursethetale
took twice aslong in the second telling and had grown to include a description of how it had been the
ghost of Brydds who woke Redburr before he fell too far to ever fly back up to Bryddlough. Berrel
puffed his pipe and nodded along, and even Hern's eyes shone as Ferris described the Seven Veils, and
Issinlough gleaming likeajewd inthenight.

It was|ate in the long summer evening before anyone saw Reiffen and Gisarre again. Andlacameto
bid Ferrisand Avender to the Tear, and the children followed her back aong the path at the top of the
high cliff, past the orchard to the stone stair that descended to the gorge. A soft wind whistled through the
windows of the passage; the roar of the fallsincreased asthey approached the Tear. There wasn't much
mist, though the noise was tremendous. The lake was low and the water at its summer ebb asit burst
through the notch in boiling white sheets, and plumes and gouts of spray. Above the rush and roar, the
Tear hung haf-hidden amid the wisps of whirling cloud.

Insde, Giserre and Reiffen stood together beside the fire. Wood smoke curled up to the chimney in
theroof. Even at the height of summer there was always afirein that room, to thin the damp of the
congtant cloud.

"Welcome, my heroes,” said Gisarre. She glided up the stepsto greet them. Anelladipped slently toa
place at the side of the room. Giserre held out a hand to each of her guests as she led them to seats by
thefire. "I have been thoughtlessin not thanking you before," she said gracioudy, "but | know you
understand how precious the hours have been since you brought me back my son.”

"We're not heroes," said Avender. "Redburr and Nolo did al thework."
"Speak for yoursdlf," sad Ferris.

Gisarre laughed, abeautiful, musical laugh that made them all as happy as she. She had never seemed
more content. "Ferris," she said, "'l fear sometimes your ambition gppears to surpass even mine. But yes,
inthisyou areright. Avender speaks with false modesty. Y ou are heroes. Y ou have succeeded where
many othersfaled.”

"Redburr and Nolo did most of it," Avender inssted. "And Dd-ven and Dale, and the other Dwarves.
Wehardly did anything at dl."

"Y ou risked your livesfor your friend," said Gisarre. "That is more than enough for heroes.” She sat
down beside Reiffen on the cushioned bench near the fire and took hishand in hers.

Reiffen echoed his mother'sfeding. "I oweyou my life" hesaid. "I shdl never be ableto repay you.”
"You'd do the samefor us," said Ferris.

"| thank you for the compliment." Reiffen dipped hishead in alittle bow. He spokein the formal
manner his mother had taught him, far different from any other way of speaking he had ever learned in
Valing. "Let us hope the opportunity shdl never arise.”

"There's not much chance well ever bethat lucky," said Avender.

"No," agreed Reiffen. "It isunlikdly. Not while the Wizards live ill."



Ferristurned to Giserre. "What about you, milady?" she asked, picking up the thread of Reiffen's
formality. "Will you tell uswhat happened when you went to Mamoret?'

Gisarre smiled at the girl and the whole room brightened. "L uckily, | never cameto Mamoret,” she
sad. "Had I, I might not have returned quickly enough to bein Valing for your homecoming. | met
Brannisin Rimwichsde, and though he pretended sympathy for my tae, he refused to dlow me passage
to Banking. Hefeigned | was his guest and would not hear of my departing, at least not so long as|
intended to crossto the southern side of theriver. 'Y oursis not the only loss," he said, preaching fase
wisdom. There are other mothers whose children have been taken by the Three. Someday the Wizards
grasp will stretch farther than their strength, and then they shdll fed the thrust of Wayland and Banking
vengeance.' Then, asif mere words might be enough to satisfy me, he turned away to feed hisdogs.”

"Mother was going to find some way to go on to Mamoret anyway," said Reiffen. "But Prince Gerrit
cameto her in Rimwich instead.”

"I have not seen my brother in many years." Giserrelooked into the fire as she spoke, her memory far
away. "He came as soon as he received the news | was in Branniss court. Even so, he understood there
was nothing to be done. To ride alone with afew others across the northern wastes would have achieved
nothing. But we did not expect to raise an army in Rimwich, did we?" she added with afresh smile, and
the room brightened again with her cheer. "It was Redburr's plan that was the right choice dl aong. My
son isreturned tome.”

"Am 17?7 he asked.

He gave them dl astrange look. His eyes had widened until they were as degp and black asthe
Abyss, though he still stared intently &t thefire. No light reflected from them, nor from the caps upon his
fingers. Giserrelooked upon himin darm.

"Weall know we cannot be certain nothing was doneto mein Ussene," he continued bitterly. "I must
watch mysdlf as carefully asyou. Who knowswhat | might do?’

"Y ouwon't do anything," said Ferrisfiercdly. "It be the Wizards, if something happens, not you. Y ou
haven't changed.”

Reiffen shook hishead. "Y ou don't know what it'slike," he said, "not knowing who you redly are. I've
hed to live with that dl my life. | am the proper king of Wayland and Banking both, but | will never st on
gther throne."

Giserre giffened. "Y ou must never give up hope," she cautioned. ™Y ou may yet gain what isrightfully
yours."

"It has dready been minefor the taking once, Mother," Reiffen replied, coldnessin hiseyes. "Ussals
offered it to me himsalf. Do you think | would ever accept it now, knowing that is precisely what he
wants meto do?'

He stared hard at her, trying to make her understand. She pursed her lips and made no reply, but the
happiness that had flushed her face began to fade.

"Maybe that'swhy Redburr's dwaystelling you not to think about it," suggested Avender. "Maybe he
knew something like thiswas coming al thetime. Ussaisusing you, | mean.”

"If not Ussals, then someone else” Reiffen’'s anger ebbed. Wearily, he leaned againgt the bench.
"Theres dways a pretender to the throne in every history I've ever read.” He raised his handsto thefire
and spread hisfingerswide, ignoring the iron caps.



"WEeIl make sure you don't do anything that isn't right,” said Avender stoutly.
"Well even rescue you again, if we haveto,” added Ferris.
Reiffen smiled, despite himself. "Y ou would do that, wouldn't you."

But Giserre, who had never been rescued from her own misfortune, turned towards the windows
beyond the fire. She had seen her son's determination, so opposite her own. The steady rain from the
mist outside traced thin fingers along the glass. Sensing her sorrow, Ferris and Avender left mother and
son done once again.

"I knew held never beking," said Ferris, asthey climbed with Anellaback up beside the gorge. "He
aways knew better, except when he was small.”

Avender made no reply. He wasn't so sure. It had always been exciting to dream about riding a a
king'sright hand, even if he and Reiffen had both stopped talking about it long ago. He supposed that
wasdl over now. If Reiffen had redly given theideaup, it was only right that he should, too.

Alonein hisroom that night, Avender went to the window and looked out across the lake. The bowl
of the sky wasfilled with stars; the cloudless night ran free before the rising of the moon. He remembered
the same stars set in the dark roof in the lough in Grangore, where the Dwarves had sung their song for
Brydds. But these stars were different. These stars moved as the night swept round the world, and below
them a soft wind brushed the mountains and the lake.

The curtainsin the window touched his cheek. He remembered hisfirst sght of 1ssnlough, when the
world had seemed for amoment to turn upside down. He remembered the dark mouth above the hill of
bones. He remembered Durk, the mander chasing them down the stair, and the Shaper's gaping jaws,
and knew hewas lucky to be dive. There was nothing heroic about it. With alast shiver he crawled into
bed; the sheets were soft and cool. For amoment, in the brief time between wakefulness and deep, he
remembered his mother beside him, kissing him on the forehead as she tucked him beneath the covers. It
was good to be home, even if there were some things ill missing. There was much that he and Reiffen
had to do. Thetrip to Mamoret would till be planned, and the swords the Dwarves would fashion from
the heartstone in the henges would need strong armsto wield them. He fell adeep with the stars till out
and the wind whispering softly across the mountains from lake to sky.

At the other end of the Neck, Reiffen lay at hisold place by the fire and listened to the rumble of the
gorge and the murmur of his mother's soft bresthing. Try as he might, he couldn't deep. Once, the
thunder in the flume would have soothed him as much as his mother's voice, but neither had the power to
comfort him now. The nightmare he had hoped to leave behind in Ussene had followed him dl theway
home.

He had been s0 rdlieved when he woke in his cell and found his friends standing over him. After al the
misery and despair, he had thought he might really be rescued at |ast. Redburr was taking him home.
Even when hisblack mood returned, and the memory of Usseis and Molio choked hisdeep likeice on
the lake in winter, he had hoped it wasjust the Stoneways. Maybe when he reached the surface his
nightmareswould fade.

For awhile the beauty of I1ssinlough, and Mother Norras homely cooking, had comforted him, but
even those ddlights had lasted no longer than aday. Through each stage of the journey he had hoped the
next would be different: the Vae of Grangore; the bustle of Mremmen,; the bright, clear wind of the open
sea. But each, inturn, had faded from delight. Each had washed him clean for only a short while. More
and more he had come to pin his hopes on Vaing, where his mother would brush his hair back from his



face, and kisshim and tell him everything wasal right. And she had.

But it hadn't been enough. Now Reiffen knew it would never be enough. The Wizards had stolen his
life asthoroughly as he had stolen Malio's.

Hewould haveto take it back.

Hope flashed through him &t the thought. His eyes brightened; he stopped fegling sorry for himsdf. No
longer wanting to even try to deep, hetiptoed up the benchesto the door. Softly he crept out to the
narrow balcony that circled the Tear. The summer mist bathed hisforehead; his bare feet gripped the wet
rock without dipping. It was awonderful fedling. Nothing so clean and fresh could ever beimagined in
Ussene. Below him the water frothed and churned.

He wondered why he had never thought of this before. Perhaps he had to come home to understand.
Thefact that he had findly made up his mind made him fed immeasurably better. He would fight the
Wizards on their own terms. He would return to Ussene and learn everything Fornoch offered to teach
him and then, when the time was right, serve the Wizards back for what they had doneto him. He
wouldn't be ableto tell anyone what he planned to do; they would have to think the Wizards had truly
turned him. Avender would hate him, Ferriswould despise him, but either was better than the sad,
watchful pity they showed him now. Their wonder a his sacrifice when he triumphed in the end would
makeit dl worthwhile. Y es, the Wizards had turned him. What they didn't know was that he planned to
turn again.

The only question now was to find the quickest way back to Ussene. Histhimbles clicked as he shifted
his hands on the bacony railing. In an ingtant he remembered what Fornoch had told him about leaving
part of himsalf behind. Perhaps there was a purpose to the thimbles after dl.

He reached for the one on hisleft hand. Gently he tugged at the cold iron. The mist had made the
surface dick, but the metal was rough enough that he could till get agood grip. Nothing happened.
Frowning, hetried again more firmly. A second failure made him think, and then he recalled the Wizard
adding alast command to hisingructions. ""All you must do is say theword,™ Fornoch had said.

What the word might be came to Reiffen amost as soon as he began to think about it. Fornoch
wouldn't want to tax him on this particular test. Not if he didn't want Reiffen to change hismind.

There was no chance of that now. The word would be the same Ossdonc had spoken at the henge.
Reiffen was sure of it. He took a deep breath and reached for hisfinger athird time.

"Reiffen? What are you doing out in the wet? Come in before you catch cold.”

Gisarre stood in the doorway, one hand clutching her robe. The warmth inside the Tear swirled past
the open door and out into the night. Reiffen took a step forward to see his mother's face more clearly in
the mist. Sharp sorrow rose within his chest as he remembered how terribly lonely he had beeniin
Ussene.

He cameto asudden decision. "Mother," he said. "Take my hand.”

With asmile Gisarre reached for both of hiswith hers. His right remained curled around thelittle finger
of hisleft. Drops of mist beaded like pearlsin hismother's hair.

"Return,” Reiffen whispered.
Thethimblefell to the ground as he dipped it off hisfinger. The night winked clean away.



In the morning Avender woke to the warm sun peeping through the window and a pigeon cooing on the
sll. Herushed into his clothes and down the stair. There were so many things he and Ferrisand Reiffen
planned to do on their first day home.

Ferriswas dready in the kitchen with her mother. "1've been down to the lower dock," she said
excitedly. "Skimmer's dready been by. Old Mortin says he told him hell meet us at the Rock as soon as
we get there"

"I've packed alunch." Hern, her smile almost as wide as her daughter's, patted the top of a basket
bursting with bread and jam and muffins and pie. "Why don't the two of you go rouse Reiffen whilel
make sure therés nothing I've left out.”

Ferrisand Avender raced through the scullery yard to the orchard. The pigs grunted as they passed.
From the top of the Neck dl Vaing stretched south in ribbons of blue and green. At the top of the Sair
Ferris elbowed Avender aside with alaugh and darted on ahead. Hefindly caught her again at the
second set of doors. She stood with her arms extended, holding the heavy oak panels apart, Staring into
the empty room.

"Where arethey?"

A breath of mist tickled Avender's ear. "Look," he said. " The door to the balcony's open. Maybe
they're out there.”

"What's that on the ground?"
Avender |ooked down. Something small and dark wedged the door open againgt the jamb.
Ferris screamed.

Avender pounced on the thimble and pushed open the bal cony door. The mist lifted itswhite fingers
past the empty terrace toward the sky. Avender hardly dared look down. As quickly as he could on the
dippery stone, he circled the outside of the Tear. The bacony was empty. He had dmost convinced
himsdf Reiffen and Giserre had made the circuit ahead of him by the time he reached the door at the
other end; but, when he went back inside, Ferriswas till alone.

She clutched her throat. Avender unfolded his hand; theiron thimblelay heavy and cold on hispam. It
had to be one of Reiffen’'s. But whether Reiffen had fallen to his degth in the gorge or been taken once
more by the Wizards there was no way to tell.

Avender didn't know which possibility he dreaded more.
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Reiffen, heir to the kingdoms of Banking and Wayland, had lived aquiet life until three Wizards whisked



him away to their fortressin the north. They tempted him with gifts of power and immortality in exchange
for hishelp in gaining control of Banking and Wayland, which his uncle had usurped. Now Reiffen will
return to the Wizards with aplan to fool them into trusting him so he can defest them with their own

wegpons and regain the throne that isrightfully his.
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