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Stroud Mary ? Macha? Byrme

Hewn into shape by:
Sela? seanachadh? Paskins

Fdlow questers: the Christopher McL.ittle clan

Beginning
SCREAMSin the dark.

Mother pushes, and after along fight | dip out of her body onto a bed of blood-soaked grass. | cry from
the shock of cold air as | take my firgt breath. Mother laughs weakly, picks me up, holds metight, and
feedsme. | drink hungrily, lipsfastened to her breast, my tiny hands and feet shivering madly. Rain pdts
us, washing blood from my wrinkled, warm skin. Once | ? m clean, Mother shields me as best she can.
She? sweary but she can? t rest. Must move on. Kissing my forehead, she sighs and strugglesto her
feet. Stumblesthrough therain, tripping often and falling, but protecting me dways.

* * *

Banbanever believed | could remember my birth. She said it wasimpossible, even for a powerful
priestess or druid. Shethought | wasimagining it.

But | wasn? t. | remember it perfectly, like everything in my life. Coming into thisworld roughly, in the
wilderness, my mother aone and exhausted. Clinging to her as she pushed on through the rain, over
unfamiliar land, Snging to me, trying to keep mewarm.

My thoughts were ajumble. | experienced the world in bewildering fragments and flashes. But evenin my
newborn state of confusion | could sense my mother? s desperation. Her fear was infectious, and though
| wastoo young to truly know terror, | feltitin my heart and trembled.

After endless, pain-filled hours, she collapsed at the gate of aringed, wooden fort? therath wherel live
now. She didn? t have the strength to call for help. So she lay there, in the water and mud, holding my
head up, smiling a me while | scowled and burped. She kissed me one last time, then clutched meto her
breast. | drank greedily until the milk stopped. Then, ill hungry, | wailed for more. In the damp, gloomy
dawn, Goll heard me and investigated. The old warrior found me struggling feebly, crying in the arms of
my cold, tiff, lifedessmother.

? If you remember so much, you must remember what she called you,? Banba often teased me. ? Surdy
she named her little girl.?

But if shedid give meaname, she never said it doud. | don? t know her name either, or why she died
aonein such miserable digtress, far from home. | can remember everything of my own life but | know
nothing of hers, where| came from or who | redlly am. Those are mysteries| don? t think 1 ? Il ever
Llve.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

* * %

| often retreat into my early memories, seeking joy in the pat, trying to forget the horrors of the present. |
go right back to my first day here, Goll carrying meinto the rath and joking about the big rat he? d found,
the debate over whether | should be left to die outside with my mother or accepted as one of the clan.
Banbatesting me, tdling them | wasachild of magic, that she? d rear me to be a priestess. Some of the
men were againg that, suspicious of me, but Banba said they? d bring a curse down on therath if they
drove me away. In the end she got her way, like she usually did.

Growing up in Banba? stiny hut. Everybody esein the rath sharesliving quarters, but apriestessis
aways given aplace of her own. Lying on the warm grass floor. Drinking goat? s milk, which Banba
squeezed through a piece of cloth. Staring at aworld that was sometimes light, sometimes dark. Hearing
sounds when the big people moved their lips, but not sure what the noises meant. Not understanding the
words.

Crawling, then walking. Growing in body and mind. Learning more every day, fitting words together to
talk, screeching happily when | got them right. Redlizing | had aname? Bec. It means ? LittleOne.? 1t?
swhat Goll called me when hefirst found me. | was proud of the name. It was the only thing | owned,
something nobody could ever take from me.

As| grew up, Banbatrained me, teaching me the ways of magic. | wasafast learner, sincel could
remember the words of every spell Banba taught me. Of course, there? s moreto magic than spells. A
priestess needs to soak up the power of the world around her, to draw strength from the land, the wind,
the animals and trees. | wasn? t so good at that. | doubted 1? d ever make areally strong priestess, but
Banbasad | ? dimproveintime, if | worked hard.

| discovered early on that 1? d never fit in. The other children were wary of the priestess? s apprentice.
Their mothers warned them not to hurt me, in case | turned their eyesinto runny poolsor their teeth into
tiny squares of mud. | was sad that | couldn? t be one of them. | asked Banbawhere | came from, if
therewasaplace | could go where 1? d be more welcome.

? Priestesses are welcome nowhere,? she answered plainly. ? Folk are pleased to have us close, so they
can cdl on uswhen the cropsfail or awoman can? t get round with child. But they never truly trust us.
They don? t take usinto their confidence unlessthey haveto. Better get used to it, Little One. Thisisour
life?

Thelifewasn? t so bad. There was dways plenty of food for a priestess, from people eager to win her
favor and avoid anasty curse. And there was respect and giftswhen | made spells work. People
wondered how powerful 1? d become and what | could do to make the rath stronger. Banba often
laughed about that? she said people were dways either too suspicious or expected too much.

A few treated me normally, like Goll of the One Eye. Chief of the rath once, now just an aging warrior.
Hedidn? t carethat | was a stranger, from no known background, studying to be apriestess. | was
amply alittlegirl to him. He even spoiled me sometimes, sncein away hefdt like my father, ashewas
the one who found and named me. He often played with me, put me up on his broad shoulders and gave
me rides around the rath, grunting like apig while otherslaughed or sneered. All the children loved Gall.
Hewas afierce warrior who? d killed many men in battle, but he was still achild secretly, in his heart.

Those were the best days. Dreaming of the magic | ? d work when | grew up. Harvesting the crops.
Herding cattle and sheep. | wasn? t supposed to do ordinary work, but if achild waslazy and | offered



to help, they usudly let me. Some even became my friends over time. They wouldn? t admit it in front of
their mothers or fathers, but when nobody waslooking they? d talk to me and include mein their games.

Playing... working... learning the ways of magic. Good times. Simpletimes. Life going on theway it had
snce theworld began, like it was meant to.

Then the demons came.

Casualties

A boy? s screams pierce the silence of the night and the village explodesinto life. Warriors are already
racing towards him by thetime I whirl from my watching point near the gate. Torches are flung into the
darkness. | see Ninian, ayear younger than me, new to the watch...a two-headed demon, pieced
together from the bones and flesh of the dead... blood.

Gall isfirgt on the scene. An old-style warrior, he fights naked, with only asmdl leather shield, ashort
sword, and an axe. He hacks at the demon with his axe and buriesit degp in one of the mongter? s
heads. The demon screeches but doesn? t rlease Ninian. It lashes out at Goll with afleshlessarm and
knocks him back, then buries the teeth of its uninjured head in Ninian? sthroat. The screams stop with a
g ckening choking sound.

Conn and three other warriors swarm past Goll and attack the demon. It swings Ninian a them likea
club and scythes two of them down. Conn and another keep their feet. Conn jabs one of the monster? s
eyeswith his spear. The demon squedls like abanshee. The other warrior? Ena? didesin close, grabs
the beast? s head, and twists, snapping its neck.

If you bresk ahuman? s neck, that person will amost surely die. But demons are made of sturdier stuff.
Broken necksjust annoy most of them.

With one hand the demon grabs the head that Goll shattered with hisaxe. Ripsit off and batters Enawith
it. She doesn? t let go. Snapsthe neck again, in the opposite direction. It comes |oose and she dropsit.
She pulls aknife from a scabbard strapped to her back and drivesit into the rotting bones of the skull.
Making ahole, she wrenches the sides gpart with her hands, digsin, and pulls out afistful of brains.
Grabs atorch and setsfire to the gray goo.

The demon howls and grabs blindly for the burning brains. Conn snatches the other head from its hand.
Hethrowsit to the ground and mashesit to a pulp with his axe. The demon shudders, then dumps.

? Morel? comesacall from near the gate. I1t? slate? later than demons usudly attack. Mogt of the
warriors on the main watch had retired for the night, replaced by children like me. Our eyesand ears are
normally sharp. But this close to dawn, most of uswere degpy and duggish. We? ve been caught off
guard. The demons have snuck up. They have the advantage.

Bodies spill out of huts. Hands grab spears, swords, axes, knives. Men and women race to the rampart.
Most are naked, even those who normaly fight in clothes? no time to get dressed.

Demons pound on the gate and scale the banks of earth outside, tearing at the sharpened wooden poles
of the fence, clambering over. The two-headed monster might have been adiversion, sent to distract us.
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Or dseit just had aterrible sense of direction, as many corpse-demons do.

Warriors mount ladders or haul themselves up onto the rampart to tackle the demons. 1t? shard to tell
how many mongtersthere are. Definitely five or sx. And at least two arereal demons? Fomorii.

Conn arrives a the gate, shouting orders. He bellows at those on watch who? ve strayed from their
posts. ? Stay whereyou are! Cdl if clear! ?

The trembling children return to their positions and peer into the darkness, waving torches over their
heads. Inturnthey ydl, ? Clear!? ? Clear!? ? Clear! ? One startsto shout ? Cle? ? then screams, ?
No! Three of them over herel ?

? Withmel ? Goll roars at Enaand the others who fought the first demon. They held back from the battle
at the gate, in case of asecond attack like this. Goll leads them againgt the trio of demons. | seefury in
hisface? he? snot furious with the demons, but with himsdlf. He made amistake with the first one and
let it knock him down. That won? t happen again.

Asthe warriors engage the demons, | move to the center of the rath and wait. | don? t normaly get
involved infights. 1? m too vauableto risk. If the demons break through the barricades, or if an
especialy powerful Fomorii comes up againgt us? that? swhen | gointo action.

To behones, | doubt | could do much against the stronger Fomorii. Everybody in the rath knows that.
But we pretend | ? m agreat priestess, mistress of dl the magics. The lie comforts us and gives us some
faint shadow of hope.

The younger children of the rath cluster around me, watching their parents fight to the deeth against the
foul legions of the Otherworld. Their older brothers and ssters are at the foot of the rampart, passing up
weapons to the adults, ready to diveinto the breach if they fall. But these young ones wouldn? t be of
much use.

| hate standing with them. 1? d rather be at the rampart. But duty comes at a price. Each of us does what
we can do best. My wishes don? t matter. The welfare of the rath and my people comesfirst. Always.

One of the Fomorii makesit over the fence. Half-human, haf-boar. A long jaw. A mix of human teeth
and tusks. Demonic yellow eyes. Clawsingtead of hands. It bellows at the warriors who go up againgt it,
then spits blood at them. The blood hits awoman in the face. She shrieks and topples back off the
rampart. Her fleshisbubbling? the demon blood islikefire.

| race to thewoman. It? s Scota. We share a hut sometimes (1?2 m passed around from hut to hut now
that Banba? sgone). Her usudly pae skinisan ugly red color. Bubbles of flesh burst. Theliquid Szzles.
Scota screams.

| pressmy palmsto her forehead, ignoring the heat of her flesh and the burning drops of liquid that strike
my skin. | mutter the words of acaming spell. Scota sighs and relaxes, eyes closing. | tugasmall bag
from my belt, open it, and pour coarse green grainsinto the palm of my left hand. Dropping the bag, |
Spit over the grains and mix them together with afinger, forming apaste. | rub the pasteinto Scota? s
disfigured flesh and it stops dissolving. She? Il be scarred horribly but she? |l live. There are other pastes
and lotions| can useto help the wounds heal cleanly. But not now. There are demonsto kill firg.

| look up. The boar demon has been pierced in several places by the swords and knives of our warriors,



but till it fights and spits. | wish | knew where these monsters got their unnatural strength from.

Screams behind me? the children! A spider-shaped Fomorii has crawled out of the hut over the
souterrain. The beast must have found the exit hole outside the rath and made itsway up the tunnel, then
broke through the planks covering the entrance.

Conn hears the screams. He looks for warriors to send to their aid. Before he can roar orders, two
brothers hurl themselvesinto the demon? s path. Ronan and Lorcan, the rath? sredheaded twins, barely
sxteen yearsold. Their younger brother, Erc, waskilled severad months ago. The twinswere always
strong fighters, even as young children, but since Erc fdl, they? ve fought like men possessed. They love
killing demons

Conn refocuses on the demons at the gate. He doesn? t bother sending other warriorsto dea with the
spider. Hetrusts the teenage twins. They might be among the youngest warriorsin therath, but they? re
two of the fiercest.

Ronan and Lorcan move in on the spider demon. Now that it? scloser, | seethat dthough it hasthe
body of alarge spider, it hasadog? sface and taill. Demons are often amix of animals. Banba used to
say they stole the forms of our animals and ourselves because they didn? t have theimagination to invent
bodies of their own.

Ronan, thetdler of the pair, with long, curly, flowing hair, has two curved knives. Lorcan, who cuts his
hair close and whose ears are pierced with avariety of rings, carries asword and asmal scythe. They?
re both skilled at fighting with ether the |eft or right hand. But before they can tackle the dog-spider, it
shoots hairs at them. The hairsrun dl the way dong itseight legs and act like tiny arrows when flicked off
sharply.

The hairs strike the brothers and cause them to stop and cover their faces with their hands to protect their
eyes. They hiss, partly from the pain, but mostly with frustration. The Fomorii movesforward, barking
with evil ddight, and the twins are forced back, chopping blindly &t it.

| could call Conn for assistance, but | want to handle thison my own. | won? t place mysdlf at risk, but |
can help, leaving the warriors free to concentrate on the larger, more troublesome demons.

| hurry to the beehives. We kept them outside the rath before the attacks began, but certain demons have
atagte for honey, so we moved them in. The beesare at rest. | reach within ahive and grab a handful of
bees, then prize them out, whispering words of magic so they don? t sting me. Walking quickly, | place
mysaf behind Ronan and Lorcan. Taking afirm stance, | thrust my hand out and whisper to the bees
again, acommand thistime. They cometo lifewithin my grasp.

? Movel ? | snap. Ronan and Lorcan glance back a me, surprised, then step aside. | open my fingers
and the beesfly straight at the dog-spider, attacking itseyes, singing it blind. The Fomorii whinesand
dapsat itseyeswith itslegs, losng interest in everything except the stinging bees. Ronan and Lorcan step
up, one on either side. Four blades glint in the light of the torches? and four hairy legsgo flying into
darkness.

The demon collapses, half itslegs gone, sight destroyed. Ronan steps on its head, takes aim, then buries
aknifedesp initsbrain. The dog-spider stiffens, whines one last time, then dies. Ronan withdraws his
knife and wipesit clean on hislong hair. His natura red hair is stained an even darker shade from the
blood of demons. Lorcan? s stubble is blood-caked too. They never wash.



Ronan looks at meand grins. ? Nicework.? Then he runswith Lorcan to where Conn and his
companions are attempting to drive the demons back from the fence.

| take stock. Goll ? ssection issecure? the demons are re-treating. The boar-shaped Fomorii has been
pushed back over the fence. It? sclinging to the poles, but itsfellow demons aren? t supporting it. When
Ronan and Lorcan hit, blades turning the air hat, it screams shrilly, then launchesitsaf backward,
defested. Connla? Conn? sson? firesaspear after the demon. He yelstriumphantly? it must have
been a hit. Connlapicks up another spear. Aims. Then lowersit.

They? reretreating. We? ve survived.

Before anyone has a chance to draw breath, there? saroar of rage and loss. It comes from near the
back of therath? Amargen, Ninian? sfather. He? scradling the dead boy in hisarms. He had five
children once. Ninian wasthelast. The others? and hiswife? weredl killed by demons.

Conn hurries across the rampart towards Amargen, to offer what words of comfort he can. Before Conn
reaches him, Amargen legpsto hisfeet, eyes mad, and races for the chariot that our prize warriors used
when going tofight. I1t? sbeen sitting idle for over ayear, since the demon attacks began. Conn sees
what Amargen intends and legps from the rampart, roaring, ? No! ?

Amargen stops, draws his sword, and pointsit a Conn. ? 1? Il kill anyonewho triesto stop me.?

No bluff in the threat. Conn knows he? |l have to fight the crazed warrior to stop him. He szesup the
gtuation, then decidesit? s better to let Amargen go. He shakes his head and turns away. Wavesto
those near the gate to openit.

Amargen quickly hooksthe chariot? acart redly, nothing like the grand, golden chariots favored by
championsinthelegends? upto ahorse. It? sthelast of our horses, abony, exhausted excuse for an
animd. Helashesthe horse? s hindquarters with the blunt face of his blade and it takes off at a startled
gdlop. Racing through the open gate, Amargen chases the demons and roars a chalenge. | hear their
excited snorts asthey stop and turn to face him.

The gate closes. A few of the people on the rampart watch slently, sadly, as Amargen fights the demons
in the open. Mogt turn their faces away. Moments later? human screams. A man? s. Terrible, but
nothing new. | say asilent prayer for Amargen, then turn my attention to the wounded, hurrying to the
rampart to see who needs my help. Thefighting? sover. Timefor heding. Timefor magic. Timefor Bec.

Refugees

NO clouds. The clearest day in along time. Good for healing. | take power from the sun. It flows
through me, from my fingers to the wounded. | use medicine, pastes, and potionswherethey? redl that
? sneeded. Magic on those with more serious injuries? Scotaand afew others who were struck by the
Fomorii ? sfire-blood.

Thewarriorsaretired, their deep disturbed. They? |l rest later, but most are too edgy to return to their
huts straight-away. It takes an hour or two for the battle lust to pass. They? redrinking coirm and egting
bread, discussing the battle and the demons.
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I? mfine. | had afull night? s<deep, only coming on watch ashort while before the attack. That? smy
regular pattern on nightswhen thereisn? t an early assaullt.

Having tended to the serioudy wounded, | wander around the rath, in case | ? ve missed anybody. | used
to think the ring fort was huge, ten huts contained within the circular wall, plenty of space for everyone.
Now it feds astight as anoose. More huts have been built over the last year, to shelter newcomers from
the neighboring villagesin our tuath. Many of those who lived nearby were forced out of their homesand
fled here for safety. There are twenty-two huts now, and athough the walls of the rath were extended
outward during the spring, we weren? t able to expand by much.

The use of magic has wearied me and left me hungry. | don? t have much power, nothing like what
Banbahad. The sun helpsbut it? s not enough. | need food and drink. But not coirm. That would make
me dizzy and sck. Milk with honey stirred in it will give me strength.

Gall? ssitting closeto the milk pails. He looks down-hearted. He? s scratching the skin over hisblind
right eye. Goll wasking of thiswhole tuath years ago, the most powerful man in the region, with
command of al the locd forts. There was even talk that he might become king of the province? our land
isdivided into four great sectors, each ruled by the most powerful of kings. None of our loca leaders had
ever hedd command of the province. It was an exciting prospect. Goll had the support of every kingin

our tuath and many in the neighboring regions. Then helost hiseyein afight and had to step down. He? s
not bitter. He never talks of what might have been. Thiswas hisfate and he acceptsit.

But Gall? sin agloomy mood this morning. He hates making mistakes. Fedling sorry for the old warrior,
| St beside him and ask if he wants some milk.

? No, Little One,? he sayswith aweak smile.
? Itwasn? tyour fault,? 1 tell him. ? It was alucky strike by the Fomorii.?

Gall grunts. That should be the end of it, except Connlais standing nearby, amug of coirm in hishands,
boasting of the demon he hit with his spear. He hears my comment and laughs. ? That wasn? t luck! Goll
? sarusty old goat! ?

Gall giffensand glaresa Connla. Eighteen years old, unmarried, Connla? s one of the handsomest men
inthetuath, tall and lean, with carefully braided hair, amustache, no beard, fashionable tattoos. His cloak
isfastened with abeautiful gold pin, and pieces of finejewery are gitched into it al over. Unlike most of
the men, who wear belted tunics, he favors knee-length trousers. He was the first man in the rath to wear
them, athough severa have followed hislead. His boots are made from the finest leather, laced
artigticaly with horsehair thongs. He looks more like aking than hisfather does, and when Conn dieshe
? 1l be one of the favoritesto replace him. Most of the young women in the tuath desire him for hislooks
and prospects. But he? sno great warrior. Everyone knows Connla? san averagefighter. And far from
the bravest.

? Atleast | wasthereto make amistake,? Goll growls. ? Where were you, Connla? combing your

hair, perhaps??
? | wasinthethick of thefighting,? Connlainsgts. ? | struck ademon. | think | killed it.?

? Aye? Goll sneers. ? You hit it with aspear. In the back. Whileit was running awvay.? He claps



dowly. ? A most courageous deed.?
Connlahisses. His hand goes for aspear. Goll snatchesfor hisaxe.

? Enough!? Conn barks. He? s been keeping an eye on the pair. He dways seemsto be on hand when
Connla? sat the point of getting into trouble. The king stepsforward, scowling. ? 1sn? tit bad enough
that we have to fight demons every night, without battling among ourselves too??

? He questioned my courage,? Connlawhines.

? And you cdled himan old goat,? Conn retorts. ? Now shake hands and forget it. We don? t have
timefor quarrels. Be men, not children.?

Goll sghsand extends ahand. Connlatakesit, but hisfaceistwisted and he shakes quickly, then returns
to the smal group of men who are dways huddlied close around him. Asthey leave, he sartsto tell them
again about the demon he speared and how he? s certain the blow wasfatal, boasting of his grest kill
and courage.

* % %

Later. The gate of therath is open. The cows and sheep have been led out to graze. Demons can only
come at night, gods be thanked. If they could attack by day aswell, we? d never be able to graze our
animals or tend our crops.

| gofor awalk. | liketo get out of the ring fort when my duties alow, stretch my legs, breathefresh air. |
groll toasmal hill beyond the rath, from the top of which |2 m ableto look al the way across Sonan? s
river to thetaler hillson the far sde. Many of the men have been to those hills, to hunt or fight. 1? d love
to climb the peaks and see what the world looks like from them. But it? sajourney of many daysand
nights. No chance of doing that while the demons are attacking. And for al we know, the demons will
always be on the attack.

| fed lonely at times like these. Desperate. | wish Banbawas here. She was more powerful than me and
had the gift of prophecy. She died last winter, killed by ademon. Got too close to the fighting. Struck by
aFomorii with tusksinstead of arms. It took her two nights and daysto die. | haven? t learned any new
meagic sincethen. | ? ve worked on the spellsthat | know, to keep in shape, but it? shard without a
teacher. | make mistakes. | fed my magic getting weaker, when it should be growing every day.

? Wherewill it end, Banba?? | muitter, eyes on the distant hills. ? Will the demons kegp coming until they
kill usdl? Arethey going to take over the world??

Silence. A breeze gtirs the branches of the nearby trees. | study the moving limbs, in case | canread a
sgnthere. But it just seemsto be an ordinary wind? not the Otherworldly voice of Banba.

After awhilel bid farewdll to the hillsand return to the rath. There? swork to be done. The world might
be going up in flames, but we have to carry on as norma. We can? t let the demonsthink they? ve got
the better of us. We dare not let them know how close we are to collapse.

* % %

After aquick medl of bread soaked in milk, | start on my regular chores. Weaving comesfirst today. | ?



m askilled weaver. My small fingers dart like eds acrossthe loom. | ? m the fastest in the rath. My work
in? t the best, but it? s not bad.

Next | fetch honey from the hives. The bees were Banba? s. She brought them with her when she settled
in the rath many years ago. They? re my responsibility now. | was scared of them when | was younger,
but not anymore.

Nectan returns from afishing trip. He dapstwo large trout down in front of me and tellsmeto clean
them. Nectan? sadave, captured abroad when he was aboy. Goll won him in afight with another clan
? sking. He? sasmuch apart of our rath now as anyone, afreemanindl but name.

| enjoy cleaning fish. Some women hate it because of the smdll, but | don? t mind. Also, | like reading
their gutsfor signs and omens, or secretsfrom my past. | haven? t divined anything from afish? sinddes
yet, but | livein hope.

The women grind whest in stone querns to make bread or porridge. Some work on the roofs of the huts,
thatching and mending holes. 1? d love to build ahut from scratch, draw acircle on the ground and raise
itup leve by levd. There? ssomething magica about building. Banbatold methat dl unnaturd things?
clothes, huts, wegpons? are the result of magic. Without magic, she said, men and women would be
animals, likeadl the other beasts.

Most of the men are deeping, but afew are cleaning their blades and till discussing the night? sbattle. It
was one of our easier nights. The attack was short-lived and the demons were few in number. Some
reckon that? sasign that the Fomorii are dying out and returning to the Otherworld. But they? re
dreamers. Thiswar with the demonsisalong way from over. | don? t need fish gutsto tell me that!

Fiachnaisworking by himsdf, straightening crooked swords, fixing new handles to axes, sharpening
knives. We? rethe only clan in the tuath with asmith of itsown. That was Goll ? s doing when he was
king. Most smiths wander from clan to clan, picking up work where they find it. Goll figured that if we
paid asmith to settle, folk from nearby raths, cathairs, and crannogs would come to us when their
weapons and tools needed repairing, rather than wait for a smith to pass by. Hewasright. Our rath
became an important foca point of the tuath? until the attacks began. The demons put an end to alot of
norma routines. Nobody travels now, unlessit? sto flee the Fomorii.

When | get achance, | walk over to where Fiachnais hammering away at a particularly stubborn blade. |
watch him slently, playing with alock of my short red hair, smiling shyly. | like Fiachna. He? s shorter
than most men, and dim, which isodd for asmith. But he? svery skilled. Stronger than he looks. He
swings heavy hammers and weaponswith ease. If | could marry, 1?2 d liketo marry Fiachna. If nothing
ese, we? resuited in Sze. Maybeit? s because of the name Goll gave me, or perhapsit? s coincidence,
but I ? m one of the smallest girlsin therath.

Butit? snot just hissize. | like hiskind nature and gentle face. He has a short beard? dark blond, like
hishar? which doesn? t hide hissmile. Mogt of the men have beards so thick you can? t seetheir
mouths, so you never know if they? re smiling or frowning.

| often dream of being Fiachna? swife, bearing hisyoung, fighting demons by hisside. But it won? t
happen. | ? mamos of marrying age? my blood came a couple of years ago, earlier than in most girls?
but | can never wed. Magic and marriage don? t mix. Priestesses and druidslose their power if they love.

Sometimesit makes me sad, thinking about not being ableto marry. | find myself wishing | could be



normdl, that the magic would fade from me, leaving me freeto wed like other girlsmy age. But those are
sdlfish thoughtsand | try hard to drive them away. My people need my magic. It? snot the strongest in
theworld and 1? min dire need of ateacher to direct me. But it? sbetter than having no magician in the
rath a al.

Fachnalooks up and catches me taring. He smiles, but not in ateasing way, not like Connlawould
amirk if he saw melooking a him. ? Y ou did well with the beeslast night,? Fachnasaysin hissoft, lilting
voice, morelikeafary? sthanahuman? s

| fed my faceturnred. ? It wasn? t much,? | mutter, sticking my big right toe out over thelip of its
sandal and stubbing the ground.

? You? regetting sronger,? Fiachnasays. ? You? Il be apowerful priestess soon.?

We both know that? saliebut | love him for sayingit. | giveabig smile, like ababy having itstummy
tickled. Then Ceracdls me and tellsmeto give her ahand dyeing wool. ? Do you want meto help you
with the weapons?? | quickly ask Fiachna, hoping for an excuse to stay with him. ? | can blessthe
blades. Put magic in them. Make them stronger.?

Fachnashakes his head. ? There? sno need. | ? mamog finished. 1? Il work on farming toolsin the
afternoon.?

? Oh.? | try not to let my disappointment show. ? Well, if you need me, cal.?
Fachnanods. ? Thank you, Bec. | will.?

Simplewords, but as| dip strands of wool in avat full of blue dye, they ring insgde my skull, making me
amile

* k% %

In the afternoon, while the men are stirring in their deep and the women are working on the evening medl,
alookout ydlsawarning. ? Figuresto the north! ?

The rath comes on ingtant alert. Demons have never attacked thisearly? there? sat least two hours of
daylight left? but we? ve learned not to take anything for granted. Men are out of their huts and reaching
for weapons within seconds. Femae warriors throw away their looms, combs, tools, and pots and hurry
to the rampart. Those outside the rath are summoned in. They come hastily, anxioudy driving the animas
ahead of them.

Conn emerges from his hut at the center of the village, eyes crusty, looking less worried than anyone el se.
A king should never look scared. He climbs the rampart and strides to the lookout. Stares off into the
distance. Connlashouts at him from the ground, ? Demons??

? Doexn? tlook likeit,? Conn grunts. ? Human in shape. But maybe they? re dead.?

The dead often come back to haunt us. The demons get the bodies from dolmens or wedge tombs. They
use dark magic to fill the corpses with evil life, sometimes stitching bitsfrom various victims together. We
? re not sure why they do it. Maybe some of them can? t make bodies of their own and haveto sed the
bones of our dead. We? ve goneto dl the local tombsthat we know of over thelast year, burning the



corpses. But there are many hidden and forgotten tombs. The demons are always finding new bodies. At
times, it seemslike there? smore dead than living in the world.

Conn watchesfor severd minutes, with more of the clan joining him, shading their eyeswith their hands,
studying the approaching shapes. | see the more hawkeyed among them? Ronan, Lorcan, Ena? rdax
and | know it? sall right. But nobody says anything before Conn. 1t? shis placeto give the al-clear.

Findly, Conn amiles. ? Not to worry,? hesays. ? They? rehuman. Alive.?

Cam sttles over therath and everyone returnsto their normal routine. We? re curious about the
strangers, but we? Il find out al about them in good time. No point standing around guessing, when there
? swork to be done.

* % %

They arrive haf an hour later, ragged and weary from battle and the road. Four men, three women, and
four children. We know them? the MacCadan. When the demons firgt attacked, Conn sent an envoy to
Cadan and asked if he was open to an dliance. There had been bad blood between us, but Conn wanted
to make peace so we could fight the demons together. Cadan refused. He said his people could stand
aone. We haven? t heard from them since then.

Cadan? snot among the leven. Theleader? san old warrior? even older than Goll? who limps

awkwardly and trembles pitifully when he? s not on the move. He announces himsdlf at the gate as
Tiernan MacCadan and requests entrance. The eleven trudge into the rath and present themselves
miserably, headslow.

Conn goes draight to Tiernan and clasps hisarms warmly, welcoming him. He asksif they? re hungry or
thirgty. Tiernan saysthey are, and Conn gives orders for afeast to be prepared. The women set to the
task immediately.

Conn leads our gueststo the areain front of hishut and lets them settle. They haven? t brought much?
spare clothes, afew weapons, sometools? butit? splainthisisal they have. | know what? s happened,
just as Conn and everybody el se knows, but nobody says anything. We let Tiernan explain.

The demons overwhelmed them. The end had been coming for along time but they held out stubbornly,
even past the point where they knew it wasfolly. Their best warriors had fallen to the foul Fomorii, their
children had been taken, their animasdain, their crops destroyed.

? Many argued againgt staying,? Tiernansghs. ? We said it was madness, that we? d perishif wedidn
? tjoin forces with our neighbors. But Cadan said we? d lose face if we retreated. He was a proud man,
not for bending. But eventudly, like al who refuse to bend, he sngpped. The Fomorii took him last night,
along with three others. This morning, before the sun had risen, we packed our goods and marched here.
We hope to fight with you, to offer whatever aid we can, to...?

Hetrallsto ahalt. Two of the men are serioudly injured, and Tiernan? sno chick. One of thewomenisa
warrior but the other two aren? t. And the children are too young to fight. Tiernan? strying to make it
sound like we need them, that they can make adifference. But redly they? rejust looking for sanctuary.
Taking them in would be amercy, not amerger.

The men of therath are Stting in acircle around the newcomers. | ? m on the outskirts, only alowed this



closein case any magical matters arise. | see doubt on the faces of most. We? re already cramped. We
? d need to expand the fort again to comfortably hold eleven more people. That? s hard to do when you
? re under attack from demons most nights.

Tiernan senses the mood and speaksrapidly. ? We could build our own huts. Our women are killed, the
children too. We? d depend on your hospitaity for afew weeks, but we? d work every hour we can to
set up on our own. We wouldn? t be aburden. And when it comesto fighting, we? re stronger than we
look. Even the youngest child has drawn blood. We? ?

? Easy, friend,? Conninterrupts. ? We? re pleased you came to us when there are so many other clans
you could have goneto. 1t? san honor to receive you. | ? m sure you will be of grest help.?

Tiernan blinks. He hadn? t expected such a gracious welcome. After the years of feuding, it? smore than
he dared hope. Tearswell in his eyes but he shakesthem away and smiles. ? You? reatrueking,? he
compliments Conn.

? And, | hope, atruefriend,? Conn replies, then barks orders for beds to be made for the MacCadan.
Somedon? tlikeit? Connla? sfaceisasdark asawinter cloud? but nobody? sgoing to arguewith
our king, certainly not in front of guests. So they obey without question, shifting beds, clothes, and goods
from one hut to another, bunching up even closer than before, squashing together, making room for the
new additions to our demon-tormented clan.

The Boy

PREPARATIONS for the feast are at an advanced stage, and the sun is close to setting, when there? s
acdl from another lookout. ? | see someonein the distance running towards us! ?

Conn raises an eyebrow at Tiernan. They? ve been talking about their battles with the demons. | ? ve sat
in close attendance. Our seanachaidh fled not long after the attacks began, so | ? ve been charged with
keeping the higtory of the clan. 1? m no natura storyteller, but 1? ve a perfect memory.

? 1t? snot one of ours,? Tiernan says. ? We brought dl our living with us.?
? Isitademon?? Conn shouts at the lookouit.

? It doesn? tlook likeone,? comesthereply. ? | think it? saboy. But the speed a which he? s
running... 1? mnot sure.?

Conn returnsto the rampart with Tiernan and afew of our warriors. | dip up behind them. | normally
avoid the exposure of the higher ground, but alone demon in daylight can? t pose much of athrest.

Asthefigureraces closer, we seethat it? saboy, my age or dightly older, running incredibly fast, head
bobbing about strangely. He lopes up to the gate, ignoring Conn? s shouts to identify himsalf, then stops
and looks at us dumbly. Dark hair and small eyes. He smileswidely, even though Connisroaring at him,
threatening to stick aspear through his heart if he doesn? t announce hisintentions. Then he Sits, picksa
flower, and playswithiit.

Conn looks angry but confused. ? A smpleton,? hegrunts.
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? It could be atrap,? Tiernan mutters.
? Demonsdon? t send humansto lay traps,? Conn disagrees.

? But you saw how fast heran,? Tiernan says. ? And he doesn? t look tired. He? snot even sweating.
Maybe he? snot human.?

? Bec,? Conn cdls, ? do you sense anything??

| close my eyes and focus on the boy. Demons have adifferent fed from humans. They buzz with the
power of their own world. There? saflicker of that about thischild. | start to tell Conn but then
something strange happens. | sense a change in the boy. Opening my eyes, | seethat the light around him
isdifferent. 1t? slike looking at him through athick bank of mist. As| squint, | realize the boy isno longer
there. Instead, 1? m garing a my mother.

There? sno mistaking her. 1? ve seen her so many timesin my perfect memories. She looksjust like she
did on the day she gave birthto me? the day she died. Haggard, bone-thin, dark circles under her eyes,
stained with blood. But lovein her eyes? lovefor me.

As| stare, numb with wonder? but no fear? my mother turns and points west, keeping her eyeson
mine. She says something but her words don? t carry. With afrown, she jabs along finger towardsthe
west. She startsto say something else but then the mist clears. She shimmers. | blink. And | ? m suddenly
looking at the boy again, playing with hisflower.

? Bec,? Connissaying, shaking melightly. ? Areyou dl right??

| look up, trembling, and think about telling Conn what | saw. Then | decideagaingt it. | ? ve never had a
vison before. | need timeto think about it before | discussit with anyone. Focusing on the boy, | control
my breathing and try to cam my fast heartbest.

? | th-think he? shu-human,? | stutter. ? But not the same asus. There? smagicinhim. Maybehe? sa
druid? sapprentice.? Tha? sawild guess, but it? sthe closest | can get to explaining what? sdifferent
about him.

? Does he pose athreat?? Conn asks.

A dangerous question? if | answer wrong, 1 ? |l be held respongible. | think about playing safe and saying
| don? t know, but then the boy pulls a peta from the flower and dowly placesit on his outstretched
tongue. ? No,? | say confidently. ? Hecan? t hamus.?

The gateis opened. Severd of us spill out and surround the boy. | ? ve been brought along in case he
doesn? t speak our language. A priestessis meant to have the gift of tongues. | don? t actudly know any
other languages, but | don? t see the need to admit that, not unless somebody asks medirectly? and so
far nobody has. | keep hoping he? Il change and become my mother again, but he doesn? t.

The boy isthin and dirty, his hair thick and unwashed, his knee-length tunic caked with mud, no cloak or
sandals. Hiseyes dart left and right, never lingering on any one spot for more than asecond. He? s
carrying along knifein ascabbard hanging from hisbelt, but he doesn? t reach for it or show darm as
we gather round him.



? Boy!? Conn barks, nudging the boy? s knee with hisfoot. No reaction. ? Boy! Who are you? What
areyou doing here??

The boy doesn? t answer. Conn opens his mouth to shout again, then stops. He looks a me and nods.
Licking my lipsnervoudy, | crouch beside the strange child. | watch him play with the flower, noting the
movements of hiseyesand head. | no longer think he? sadruid? sassgtant. Conn wasright? he? sa
ampleton. But onewho? s been blessed in some way by the gods.

? Tha? saniceflower,? | murmur.

Theboy? s gaze settles on me for an ingtant and he grins, then thrusts the flower at me. When | takeiit, he
picks another and holdsit above hishead, squinting at it.

? Can you speak?? | ask. ? Do you tak??

No answer. | ? m about to ask again, when he shouts loudly, ? Flower! ?

| jump at the sound of hisvoice. So do the men around me. Then we laugh, embarrassed. The boy looks
at us, delighted. ? Fower!? he shouts again. Then hissmile dwindles. ? Demons. Killing. Comewith.?
Helegpsto hisfeet. ? Comewith! Run fast! ?

? Wait,? | shushhim. ? 1t? samost night. We can? t go anywhere. The demonswill be on the move
soon.?

? Demond ? hecries. ? Killing. Comewith!? He grabs my hand and hauls me up.

? Wait,? | tdl himagain, loang my patience. ? What? syour name? Where are you from? Why should
wetrust you?? Theboy staresat meblankly. | take adeep breath, then ask dowly, ? What? syour
name?? No answer. ? Where areyou from?? Nothing. | turn to Conn and shrug. ? He? ssmple. He
probably escaped from hisvillageand? ?

? Comewith!? the boy shouts. ? Runfast! Demond ?

? Bec? sright,? Connlasnorts. ? Why would anyone send afool like thisto? ?

? Runfadt!? the boy gasps before Connlacan finish. ? Runfast!? herepeets, hisface lighting up. He
tears away from us, breaks through the ranks of warriors asif they were reeds, and races around the

rath. Seconds later he? sback, not panting, just amiling. ? Runfagt,? hesaysfirmly.

? Do you know where you? re from, Run Fast?? Goll asks, giving the boy aname since hecan? t
provide one himsdf. ? Can you find your way back to your people??

For amoment the boy gawks at Goll. | don? t think he understands. But then he nods, looks to where
the sun is setting, and pointswest. ? FAig? strotters,? he saysthoughtfully. For asecond | see my mother
pointing that same way again, but thisis just amemory, not another vision.

Gall faces Conn. ? We should bring himin. It? |l be dark soon. We can question him inside, though |
doubt we? Il get much more out of him.?



Conn hesitates, judging the possible danger to his people, then clicks hisfingers and leaves the boy to his
men, returning to the firesde with Tiernan to discussthis latest turn of events.

* % %

Run Fagt isn? t big but he has the appetite of aboar. He eats more than anyone at the feast but nobody
minds. There? s something cheering about the boy. He makes us al fed good, even though he can? t tak
properly, except to explode every so often with ? Demond ? or ? Comewith!? or? hisfavorite? ?
Runfag!?

As Goall predicted, Run Fast isn? t ableto tell us any more about his clan, where helives, or how greet
their need is. Under normal circumstances he? d be ignored. We? ve enough problemsto cope with. But
the mood of therath islighter than it? sbeenin along while. The arriva of the MacCadan has sparked
confidence. Even though the eleven are more of a burden than ablessing, they? ve given ushope. If
survivors from other clans make their way here, perhaps we can build a greet fort and amighty army,
keep the demons out forever. It? swishful, crazy thinking, but we think it anyway. Banba used to say that
the desperate and damned could build a mountain of hope out of arat? sdroppings.

So we grant Run Fast more thought than we would have last night. The men debate his Stuation, where
he? sfrom, how long it might have taken him to come here, why afool was sent instead of another.

? His speed isthe obviousreason,? Goll says. ? Better to send ahare with half amessage than asnall
with afull one.?

? Or maybe the Fomorii sent him,? Tiernan counters, his bony, wrinkled fingers twitching with
suspicion. ? They could have conquered his clan, then muddled his senses and sent him to lure othersinto
atrap.?

? Y ou afford them too much respect,? Conn says. ? The Fomorii we? vefought are mindless,
dim-witted creatures.?

? Aye,? Tiernan agrees. ? So were oursto begin with. But they? ve changed. They? re getting more
intelligent. We had a craftily hidden souterrain. One or two would find their way into it by accident every
S0 often, but recently they attacked through it regularly, in time with those at the fence. They were
thinking and planning clearly, more like humansin the way they baitled.?

Conn massages his chin thoughtfully. Our one great advantage over the demons? besidesthe fact they
can only attack a night? isthat we? re smarter than them. But if there are others, brighter than those we
? ve encountered...

? 1 don? tthink it? satrap,? Fiachnasaysquietly. He doesn? t normally say much, so everyone? s
surprised to hear him speak. He? sbeen Stting next to Run Fast, examining the boy? sknife. ? Thisboy
doesn? t have the scent of demons on him. Am | right, Bec??

| nod immediately, ddighted to be publicly noticed by Fiachna. ? Not abit of ascent,? | gush, rather
more breathlesdy than | meant.

? He? stdlingthetruth,? Fiachnasays. ? His people need help. Run Fast was the best they could send.
So they sent him, probably in blind hope.?



? What of it?? Connlasnorts. | can tell by theway he? seyeing Run Fast that he doesn? tlikehim. ?
We need help too. Our plight? s as serious as theirs. What do they expect usto do? send our men to
fight their battles, leaving our women and children at the mercy of the Fomorii?? He spitsinto the dust.

? He putsit harshly but there? swisdom in what my son says,? Conn murmurs. ? Alliancesare one
thing, but begging for help like daves... asking usto go to their aid instead of comingto us...?

? Perhapsthey can? ttravel,? Goll says. ? Many might be wounded or old.?

? Inwhich case they? re not worth saving,? Connlalaughs. Those who follow him laughtoo? wolves
copying the example of their pack |eader.

? We should go,? Goll growls. ? Or at least send an envoy. If weignorether pleas, perhaps ourswill
also beignored when we seek assistance.?

? Only thewesk ask for help,? Connlasaysdiffly.

Goll amilestightly and | sensewhat he? sgoing to say next? something dong thelinesof ? Well, it won?
t be long before you ask, then! ?

Luckily Conn sensesit too, and before Goll utters an insult that will demand payment in blood, the king
says, ? Evenif wewanted to help, we don? t know where they are, and | don? t trust this empty-headed
child to find hisway back.?

? If the brehons were here, they could counsel us,? Fiachnasays.

? Brehond ? Connlasnorts. ? Weren? t they the first to flee when the demons arose? Damn the
brehongd ?

There are mutters of agreement, even from those who don? t normaly sde with Connla The lawvmaking
brehons deserted us when we most needed them, and few are in the mood to forgive and forget.

The men continue debating, the women sitting slently behind them, their children deeping or playing
games. On the rampart the lookouts keep watch for demons.

Goall and Fiachnaare of the opinion that we should send asmall group with Run Fast to help hisclan. ? It
? sno accident that he arrived on the same day asthe MacCadan,? Goll argues. ? Y esterday we couldn
? t have let anyone go. But our ranks have been bolstered. 1t? sasign.?

? Bolstered?? Connlaamost shrieks, casting ascornful glance at the four men and three women of the
MacCadan.

? Connla? hisfather snaps, before the hotheaded warrior disgraces our guests. When he? ssureof his
son? sslence, Conn leans forward, Sipping coirm, thinking hard. Like any king, he dare not ignorea
possible sgn from the gods. But he? snot surethisisasggn. And in astuation such asthis, there? sonly
one person he can turn to. ? Bec??

| was expecting his query, so I? m able to keegp acalm face. | ? ve had time to consider my answer. |
believe we? re meant to go with Run Fast. That was what the vision meant. The spirit of my mother was
telling meto follow thisboy.



? We should help,? | whisper. Connlarollshiseyesbut | ignore him. ? We? re stronger now, thanksto
the MacCadan. We can spare afew of our warriors. | believe Run Fast can find hisway back to his
people, and | think bad luck would befal usif we refused their plea.?

Conn nods dowly. ? But who to send? | don? t want to command anyoneto leave. Arethere
volunteers...??

? Aye,? Goll saysingantly. ? Since |l argued the case, | haveto go.?
? 1?11 gotoo,? Fachnasaysquigtly.
? You?? Connfrowns. ? Butyou? renot awarrior.?

Fachnaholds up Run Fast? sknife. ? Thismeta isunfamiliar to me. It? stougher than our own, yet
lighter. If | knew the secret of it, | could make better wegpons.? Helowerstheknife. ? 1? Il Say if you
order it, but I want to go.?

? Vaywdl,? Connsghs ? Butyou? Il travel withaguard.? Helooks around to choose awarrior to
send with the smith. There are many to pick from, but he? sloath to send ahusband or father. So it must
be one of the younger warriors. As he studies them, his expression changes and a crafty look comesinto
hiseyes. He pointsto Connla. ? My sonwill protect you.?

Connlagawks at hisfather. Others are surprised too. Thisquest isa perilous one. Theland isfull of
demons. The chances of surviva aredim. Y et Conn? stelling hisown flesh and blood to leave the safety
of therath and serve as guard to asmith. Most can? t see thewisdom of it.

But I can. Conn wants his son to succeed him. But Connlaislargely untested in battle and not everyone
respects him. If Conn died tonight, there would be severa challengersto replace him and Connlamight
find powerful dlies hard to come by. But if he completes this task and returns with a bloodied blade and
tales of glory, that would change. This could be the making of him.

And if the quest goes poorly and he dies? Well, that will be the decison of the gods. Y ou can? tfight
your destiny.

While Connlablinks stupidly at hisfather, the teenage twins, Ronan and Lorcan, rise. ? We? |l gotoo,?
Ronan says, brushing blood-red hair out of hiseyes.

? Wewant to kill more demons,? Lorcan adds, tugging an earring, excited.

Conn growls unhappily. The twins are young but they ? re two of our finest warriors. He doesn? t want to
let them go but he can? t refuse without insulting them. In the end he nods reluctantly. ? Any others?? he
asks.

? Me,? awoman of the MacCadan says, taking a step forward. ? OrnaMacCadan. 1 ? |l represent my
clan, to repay you for your hospitdity.? Ornaisthefemaewarrior | spotted earlier.

Conn smiles. ? Our thanks. Now, if that? sall . ..? Helooksfor any fina volunteers, making it clear by
the way he asksthat he thinks six is more than adequate.



But one last hand goes up. A tiny hand. Mine.

? | want to go too.?

Conn? sastonished. Everybody is.

? Bec,? Gall says, ? thisian? t suitablefor achild.?

?1? mnotachild,? | retort. ? 1? m apriestess. Well, an apprentice priestess.?
? It will bedangerous,? Fiachnawarnsme. ? Thisisatask for warriors.?

? You? regoing,? | remind him, ? but you? re no warrior.?

? | haveto go in case there? sasmith in this village who can teach me to make better weapons,? he
sys.

? Maybel canlearn something too,? | reply, then face Conn. ? | need to do this. | sensefailureif | don
?tgo. 1? mnot surewhat good | can do? maybenoneat al? but | believe | must travel with them.?

Conn shakes hishead, troubled. ? | can? t alow this. With Banbagone, you? re our only link to the
ways of magic. We need you.?

? You need Fiachnatoo,? | cry, ? butyou? relettinghim go.?
? Hachna? saman,? Conn sayssternly. ? He hastheright to choose.?

?Sodol,? | growl, then raise my voice and repedt it, with conviction thistime. ? So do I! We of magic
live by our own rules. | was Banba? s charge, not yours. She lived here by choice, asdo | ? neither of us
were of thisclan. Y ou had no power over her, and you don? t have any over me. Since she? sdead, | ?
m my own guardian. | answer to ahigher voice than any here, and that voicetellsmeto go. If you hold
me, it will be againgt my will and the will of the gods.?

Brave, provocative words, which Conn can? tignore. Although I ? m no more ared priestess than any of
the cowsinthefidds, I ? m closer to the ways of magic than anybody elsein the rath. Nobody dares
crossmeon this.

? Vay wdl,? Connsaysangrily. ? We? ve pledged an ex-king, our smith, two of our best warriors, a
guest, and my own son to thisreckless cause? why not our young priestesstoo! ?

And 0, in abitter, resentful fashion, my fateisdecided and | ? m dismissed. With amix of fear and

excitement? mogtly fear? | trudge back to my hut to enjoy onefinal night of sheltered deep, before
leaving homein the morning, to face the demons and other dangers of the world beyond.

TheRiver

T HERE are no attacks duri ng thenight? an encouraging omen. We depart with therising of the sun,
bidding short farewellsto relatives and friends. | want to look back at the huts and walls of the rath aswe
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leave? | might never seethem again? but that would be inviting bad luck, so | keep my eyes on the path
ahead.

It? sacloudy day, lots of showers, the coolness of autumn. Summer? sbeen late fading thisyear, but |
cantdl by sniffing thear that it? sfinaly passed for certain. That could be interpreted asabad sgn? the
dying of aseason on the day weleave? but | choose to overlook it.

We march east at a steady pace, staying closeto Sionan? sriver. Our boats were destroyed in ademon
attack some months back, so we can? t crosstheriver here. We have to go east, crosswhereit? s
narrow, then make our way west from there.

The earth is solid underfoot and there are plenty of paths through the trees, so we make good time.
Ronan and Lorcan are to the fore of the pack. I ? m next, with Ornaand Run Fast. He? s eager to move
ahead of therest of us but we hold him back?  otherwise he might disappear in the undergrowth like a
rabbit. Connlaand Fiachna are behind us. Connla? ssulking and hasn? t said aword since we left. Gall
brings up the rear.

| brood upon my reasonsfor leaving the rath aswe march, feding uneasier the more | think about it.
Mostly | choseto leave because of the vison of my mother. But there was another reason? fear. The
rath seemed to grow smaller every day. | felt so confined, | sometimes found it hard to breathe. | had
nightmareswhere | was trapped, thewall of the fort closing in, ever tighter, squeezing meto deeth. If our
worst fears come true and we fall to the hordes of demons, | don? t want to die caged in.

Isit possible | created the vision to give mysdlf an excuseto leave? | don? t think so. | ? mamogt certain
it was genuine. But the mind can play tricks. What if thisisfally, if 12 m running awvay from my fearsinto
worse danger than | would havefaced if 1? d stayed?

If itwasn? tatrick? if thevisonwasrea? why would the ghost of my mother send me on this deadly
quest? Shewouldn? t have urged meto risk my lifeif it wasn? t important. Maybe she wantsto help me
unravel the secrets of my padt. 1 ? ve dwayslonged to know more about my mother, where| came from,
who my people were. Perhgps Run Fast can help me find the truth.

If that? sjust wishful thinking, and my past isto remain asecret, maybe our rath is destined to fal. My
mother? s pirit might have foreseen the destruction of the MacConn and acted to spare me.

Whatever way | look at it, | redizel |eft for purely safish reasons. The MacConn need me. | shouldn? t
have abandoned them because | was afraid, to hunt down my origina people or save mysdf from an
oncoming disaster. | should go back. Fight with them. Use my magic to protect the clan asbest | can.

But what if there? s some other reason my mother appeared, if | can somehow help the MacConn by
coming on this crazy trek? Banba said we should aways follow the guidance of spirits, athough we had
to be wary, because sometimes they could try to trick us.

Anahelp mel So many possihilities? my head is hurting, thinking about them. | should stop and give my
brain arest. Besides, there? sno point worrying now. We? re more than haf aday? smarch from the
rath. We couldn? t return to safety before nightfal. There? sno going back.

* % %

Everybody was quiet during the morning? smarch, thinking about those we |eft behind and what lies



ahead. We stopped to rest and eat at midday. Ronan and Lorcan caught a couple of rabbits, which we
ate raw, aong with some berries. After that, as we walked dower on our full somachs, the talk began,
low and leisurdly, with Fiachna asking Ornaa question about the three-bladed knives shefavors.

There werelots more questions for Orna after that. Those from our rath know al there isto know about
each other. Ornaand Run Fast are the only mysteriesin the group, and since Run Fast smply grinsand
looks away when you ask him anything, that leaves Ornaas the focus for our curiosity.

She? shad four husbands, children by three of them. She says she likes men but has never been ableto
put up with one for more than a couple of years. Gall laughs at that and says the two of them should
marry, since hewon? t live much morethan afew years.

? I wouldn? t have alot to leave except memories.? Hegrins. ? But they? d be good memories. | had
three wiveswhen | was young and didn? t disgppoint any of them!?

? Except when you lost your eye and kingship.? Connlasmirks, sending Goll into afoul mood.
? You shouldn? t provoke him likethat,? Fachnawhispers harshly.

? He? san old wreck,? Connlaretorts. ? My father? saking and | plan to follow in hisfootsteps. 17? |l
speak to the old goat any way | like.?

? We? renot intherath now,? Fiachnasays. ? We? reasmadl, isolated group and we need to rely on
each other. Think on? Goll might hold your lifein his hands one night soon.?

As Connla scowls and consdersthat, | ask Orna about her children. Were they among those who
arrived yesterday?

? No,? Ornasaysshortly, gaze set straight, her shaved head glistening in therain. There are tattoos on
both her cheeks? the marks of Nuada, the goddess of war? dark red swirlsthat suck in the gaze of al
who look at them in an dmost mesmerizing way. ? They? re dead. Killed by demons aweek ago.?

? Anaprotect them,? | mutter automaticaly.

? Anakeep them dead,? Ornarepliestonelesdy.

? Youdidn? t burn the bodies??

? We couldn? t find them. Demons dipped in through our souterrain and made off with them. They must
have been playing in the tunnd. | told them ahundred times never to go down there. But children don? t
ligen.?

Her eyes arefilled with amixture of sadness and rage. Asawarrior, shewon? t have dlowed hersdf to
mourn. But women can? t make themsealves as detached as men. Our hearts are bigger. Wefed lossina
way men don? t. Orna has the body and mind of awarrior but her heart islike mine, and | know insde
he? sweeping.

* % %

Ronan and Lorcan spar with Ornain the evening as we cross bogland. She knows afew knife feints that



are new to the brothers, and they practice until they? ve perfected them. Ronan and Lorcan, in turn,
know lots of movesthat Ornadoesn? t, and they teach her afew, promising to reveal more over the

coming days.

Oncewarriors were secretive. They kept their techniques to themselves, awayswary of their neighbors,
knowing that today? sfriend can be tomorrow? senemy. The Fomorii changed that. Now we share
because we haveto? warriors, smiths, magicians. The demons have united the various tuatha of thisland
inaway no king ever has. A shame we can? t join forces and face them on asingle battlefield, in fair
combat? 1? msurewe? dwin. But athough demonsaren? t as clever ashumans, they? redy. They
spread out, taking control of paths and routes, limiting the opportunitiesto travel, dividing prospective
alies. We share our arms, learning, and experience with others where possible, but | fear we shan? t be
able to share enough.

As Ronan and Lorcan spar with Orna, Connla asks Fiachnafor advice. He has an ideafor anew spesr,
topped with severa sharp fins, and wants Fiachna? s opinion. Fiachnalistens politdly, then explainswhy
the weapon won? t work. Connla? s disappointed, but Fiachna cheershim up by saying if there? sa
amithin Run Fast? svillage who can make weapons like the boy ? s knife, perhaps the two of them can
come up with something aong thelines of Connla? sdesign.

| chat to Run Fagt, asking him again for hisred name, where he? sfrom, if he hasfamily. But he doesn? t
answer. After awhile Goll nudges up beside us. ? Having trouble, Little One?? he asks.

? Hewon? ttdl meanything,? | huff. ? 1? m surehecould? if he cantdl ushis people need help, he
must be ableto tell ushisname? but hewon? t!?

? The heads of the touched are hard to fathom,? Goll says, rustling Run Fast? shair. ? My second wife
had abrother like this. He couldn? t dress himsdlf, wield awespon, or cook amesdl. But he could play
the pipes beautifully. In adl other ways he was helpless? but set him loose on the pipes and he could play
any man into the ground.?

? What happened to him?? | ask.

Gall shrugs. ? He went wandering one day and ate poisoned berries.?

? Berries ? Run Fast shouts, rubbing his stomach. He picks up on certain words every so often and
repeats them.

? 1t? snot that long sincewe last ate,? | tdl him. ? Wait until dinner.?

? Berries,? Run Fast saysagain, sadly thistime. Then he stamps his right foot several times and looks at
me hopefully. ? Run fagt??

? No,? I groan. ? Not now. Y ou haveto stay with us.?

? Runfadt,? he sghs, samping the ground one last time, letting me know that he could race up astorm if
| gave him the go-ahead.

Gall laughs. ? He? salively one. You? Il haveyour handsfull looking after him! ?

? | might just push himinto Sonan? sriver when we cross,? | huff.



? Wewouldn? t be dbleto find hisvillage then,? Goll says.

? 1? mnot surewe? |l find it anyway,? | grumble. ? How do we know he? sleading usthe right way?
He could have come from a southern tuath for al we know.?

Goall sguints at me with hisgood eye. ? You? rein dark spirits, Little One. Areyou tired??

?No.?

Goll ticklesme under the chin until I laugh. ? Tired?? he asksagain.

? Aye? 1'9gh. ? 1? mnot used to al thiswaking. And you go so quickly! |? ve only got short legs.?

? You should have said.?

? 1 didn? t want to look likea...a..?

? A child?? Gall smiles. ? But you are. And atiny wee bec of achild at that.?

? Just because | ? msmdl doesn? t mean | can? t keep up! ? | fume, quickening my pace. But | haven? t
taken five or Six stepswhen Goll wraps aburly arm around my waist and hauls me off the ground. ? Haoi!

? | cry. ? Put medown! ?

? Stop struggling,? Goll says and settles me on his shoulders, my legs on ether sde of hishead. ? We
might have need of you later. Y ou? re no good to usfit for nothing but deep.?

? 1? mfitto turn you into afrog if you don? t put me down!? | grunt. But secretly 1? m delighted, and
after struggling playfully for aminute, | settle back and let Goll be my horse for the rest of the afternoon. |
admire the view from up high and save my strength in case 1 ”? m cdled upon to fight demonsin the dark.

* % %

We come to the crossing point of Sionan? sriver latein the evening. Theriver? snarrow here, easy to
ford. Thisisthejoining point of two tuatha. A large cashel once stood here, the largest in the province. A
couple of wooden roads lead up to and away from the place where the impressive stone fort stood.
Many carts used to travel thisway and the roads were carefully tended. But the cashel ? sapile of rubble
now and the roads are in disrepair. We? d heard the cashel had been overrun by demons but hoped the
reports were wrong. Thiswould have been theided placeto shdlter tonight.

? What now?? Connlaasks, studying the untidy mound that was once the pride of the province. ? Cross
theriver or camp here??

? Cross,? Ronan and Lorcan say together.
? There? sno safety here,? Ronan says.
? Where demons attack once, they? Il attack again,? Lorcan agrees.

? And many can? t crossflowing water,? Ronan says. ? We? d be safer on the other side.?



Connlanods but looks uneasy. There was never afort on the opposite side of theriver, just some huts
wherefolk of the neighboring tuath dwelt. They used to greet those who crossed theriver and ether
grant them the freedom of their tuath or turn them back. The huts are till standing but we can? t see any
people. They might be hiding or they might all be murdered, demons sheltering from the suninsdethe
huts.

? Comeon,? Goall says, setting me down and taking thelead. ? Thesun? ssetting. Let? s get across and
find ahole for the night that we can defend.?

* % %

There are dugouts tethered to the banks of theriver, bobbing up and down. Each holds four people at
most. We head for the nearest pair. Ronan and L orcan team up with Run Fast and me. Goll, Orna,
Fiachna, and Connlatake the other. Lorcan grabs the rope of our dugout and haulsit in. He? samost
pulled the boat up on dry land when | get awarning flash.

? Lorcan! No!? | scream.

He reactsingantly, dropsthe rope, and legps backward just intime. A huge demonic edl unleashesitsdlf
at him, rising out of the boat like an arrow shot from abow. Itsjaws areimpossibly wide, filled with teeth
that would be more suited to a bear.

The demon snapsfor Lorcan? shead and only misses by afinger? s breadth. It lands hard on the earth
and writhes angrily, going for Lorcan? slegs. Ronan steps up beside his brother and stabs at the place
where the demon? seyes should be. But it doesn? t have any. 1t? sblind, operating by some other form
of sense.

Ornajumps onto the demon? s back and hacks at it with her three-bladed knives, one in either hand.
The demon bucks and twists desperately, trying to didodge her, but sheridesit like apony, digging her
hedsin, face twisted as she screams hatefully, tattoos rippling with fury.

Connlatakes aim and hurls a spear at the beast, down its maw of amouth. The spear sticksdeep inits
throat. The demon chokes and damsits head downward, trying to spit out the spear.

Goall darts forward, grabs the shaft of the spear, and drivesit further into the Fomorii ? sthroat, twisting
savagely. The demon spasms, then weakens. Suddenly the warriors are dl over it, hacking away like ants
trying to bring down a badger. Fiachna, Run Fast, and | watch from nearby.

? Do youthink | should help?? Fiachnaasks, fingers tapping the head of an axe that hangs from his belt.
? They? rein control,? | tel him.

Moments later, the battle? s over and the ed demon lies at their feet, covered in the gray blood that
previoudy pumped through its veins, torn to pieces, jaws stretched wide in afind death snarl.

Goll grasps the handle of the spear, yanksit out, and hands it to Connla. He laughs and claps the younger
warrior on the back. ? A master throw! ?

Connlasmilessheepishly. ? | didn? t mean to hurl it down the beast? sthroat,? he sayswith untypica



modesty. ? | amed for the top of its head. But it moved. | got lucky.?

? 1?1l dwaystake luck over kill,? Goall says, clapping Connla? sback again. The pair grin at each other
likelifdong friends.

? 1? ve never fought awater demon before,? Ornagrunts, wiping her knives clean on the grass. She
dabs at the final few drops of gray blood with her middle finger, then rubsit into the center spots of her
gpiral tattoos, one after the other.

? They? rerare,? Ronan says, sudying the demon, turning it over onto its back with hisfoot. ? We? re
lucky it? snot night or it would have been stronger.?

? Comeon,? | mutter, glancing around uneasily. ? 1t? Il be sunset soon. More will be coming.?
That silences everyone. After aquick check to make sure the second dugout isfree of demons, we? rein

the boats and crossing theriver as swiftly as possible, everybody keeping one eye on the water, wary of
attack from beneath.

The Stones

NOBODY emerges from the huts as we dock. When we? re on dry land, we stare & the huts
suspicioudy. You? re not supposed to enter atuath without announcing yourself and being guided by one
of your own rank. But times have changed. Many of the old laws no longer apply.

? Youinthehutd ? Goll bellows, in case anyone? sdiveindde.

Slence

? Should we go seeif anybody ? sthere?? Fiachnaasks.

? They? d have answered if therewas,? Connlasays.

? Unlessthey? re scared or sheltering underground,? Ornanotes.

Ronan points silently at a spot to the left of the huts. My eyesaren? t as sharp as his, so it takesme afew
secondsto focus. Then | seeit? asmdl am, probably achild? s lyinginthedirt.

Goall sghs, draws his sword, and movesto the front of the group. ? Let? sgo,? he saysgruffly, and we
proceed at aforced, nervousjog.

* * %

There? s nowhere to shelter, so we don? t stop when the sun sets, but keep going, hoping to outpace
any demonsthat catch our scent. | try to persuade myself that we won? t be noticed. Only afool travels
at night in these troubled times. The Fomorii won? t expect to find anyone out in the open. Maybe they
don? t even look anymore.

A slly, childish notion. But for an hour it seems asthough it might hold true. We don? t Sght any demons
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and hope beginsto grow.

But then we hear ahowl of inhuman vibrancy far behind us, but not far enough for comfort. We pause
and listen asthe howl is answered by others. Inmy mind? seye, | see agroup forming, demons and the
living dead. They gather around the one who found our trail, sniff the air, lick the earth, quiver with
excitement? then lurch forward to run us down.

? They might be after someonese,? Connlasays, but hiswords are hollow. We? ve been discovered.
? Let? spick up the pace,? Goll says, expression stern.

Run Fast? s head shoots up. ? Runfast?? he asks eagerly.

? Aye,? Goall says, then grabsthe boy as he starts to shoot off. ? Not that fast!?

* % %

We can hear them, apack of demons crashing through the woods, snapping off branches, knocking over
gmaller trees. 1 ? ve never known demons so excited. | guess, when they attack afort, it? shard work. It
must be frustrating, the scent of prey thick in their nogtrils, having to fight their way through, often failing.
But out here, in the open, they have only to hunt us down and we? rethersfor thetaking. They? relike
dogs after afox.

We? relooking for a place to make a stand, somewhere we can defend. A cave would be perfect. We
could squeeze in and fend them off, maybe keep them at bay for the rest of the night, then escapein the
morning. But there are no caves, or at least none that we can find.

Goall comesto ahdtinasmal clearing. Trees have been felled here sometimein the last few years.
Somebody probably planned to graze animals or build a hut, in the days before the demons came. Goll
looks around, ng.

? Not here,? Connlawheezes, face dark from the strain. ? Too exposed.?

? There? snowhere better,? Goll gasps. He points to amound of logs covered in moss. ? We can start
afire. Fell more trees, stake them in the ground, and sharpen the tops. Make it hard for the demonsto
drikedl at once.?

? But...? Connlalooksto the othersfor support, but Ronan, Lorcan, and Ornaare aready drawing
their wegpons, preparing for battle. Fiachnahas his axe out and is studying the trees. They know it? s
hopeless, that we? re going to die. But what choice do we have? There? snothing to do but draw our
lines, wait, and face those who will most certainly destroy us. Die aswarriors, with pride.

I? m thinking about what spells| can usewhen asmall hand dipsinto mine. | look around. Run Fast is
gmilinga me ? Runfast?? hewhispers.

? Not now,? | Sgh.
Theboy frowns. ? Runfas,? hesaysmorefirmly.

| shake my head. ? We haveto stay and fight. Can you fight? Do you know how to? ?



The strange boy ? sfingers grab minetightly and hisface hardens. ? Runfast!? he hisses, then pointswith
hisfree hand. ? Worm pups! ?

| start to snap a him to be quiet. Then pause. There? satingling sensation in Run Fast? sfingers. Some
sort of magic. | look down. His hand is glowing dightly. The boy looks at it too, then up a me. ? Worm
pups,? he repests, softly thistime.

? GAl'? | shout. The old warrior glancesa me. ? We? releaving.?

? But? ?

? Don? targuel ? | move ahead with Run Fast. ? We? |l die here. But | think, if we carry on, there?
S...? | sop, not surewhat might lie beyond, but sensing in my heart that it? s better than this.

Everybody? slooking at me now, torn between hope and suspicion.

? Thisplaceisn? t much,? Fiachnasays, ? but it? sdefendable. If we? re caught on the run, we? re
finished for sure. Areyou certain...??

?Yes,? | growl. ? We have to go. Now. We? redead if wedon? t.?
? Butwe? ll liveif wedo?? Connlaasks dubioudy.
? Perhaps.?

It? snot enough. They don? t trust my ingtincts. They? re going to stay. | open my mouth to argue afresh,
but then Ornalowers her knives and comesto my side. ? I? mwiththegirl.?

? Why?? Goll asks? not achalenge, just curious.
Ornashrugs. ? A feding.?

Lorcan tapsafew of hisearringswith aknifetip. ? | don? tfed likewe? Il liveif wego, but 1? msure
we? |l dieif westay.?

Goll looks around at the others and asks the question with his eyes. They answer with weary glances and
resgned shrugs. ? So beit,? he says, sheathing hissword. ? Bec? lead us.?

Werun.

* * %

Sweat. Terror. The sounds of chasing demons. Almost upon us. A minute, maybe two, and we? Il be
forced to stop and fight? stop and die.

Thetreesare thick around us. Impossibleto seefar. 1t? sdark. Too dark. | ook up and notice extra
branches, scraps of cloth, thatch torn from roofs, al sorts of bits and pieces scattered among the
tregtops, linking the upper branches, keegping out the light of the moon and ars.



My stomach sinks. Thisisatrap! | waswrong. Run Fast was sent to lead usto our doom. And we fell
for it. | start to shout awarning, even though it? sfar too late. Then...

We burst into the open and come to a surprised hadt. There? saclear circle around us and at the center
? aring of giant ones. Mogt aretaler than me. Some even tower above the lanky Ronan and Connla
Set inthe ground at regular intervals. Ancient, covered in moss and creepers. A place of magic, but
magic from atime before ours, the time of the Old Creatures, when this country was the playground of
the gods.

The demons are hot on our heds, surging up behind us, their slench foul inthear. ? Comeon!? Fachna
screams. Wefly forward at his call, rushing to the stones, readying oursavesfor battle.

We spill past the stones, into the middle of thering. The stoneswon? t provide much cover but they? Il
make it dightly harder for the demonsto get at us and buy us afew seconds. They won? t make ared
difference, but you? ve dways got to live in hope. Before you die a the hands of a Fomorii.

Lorcan jumps onto astone that fell on its side many years ago. He waves his sword over his head,
screaming achalenge at the demons that are emerging from the cover of the trees. Dozens of twisted,
hideous monsters. One has the body of abear but the head of ahawk. Another lookslike awolf but its
inner organs hang from its limbs. Claws, fangs, blood-red eyes. Nightmares everywhere | |ook.

The demons advance dowly. | assume they ? re relishing the moment, prolonging it, toying with us. But
then they stop and how! with anger.

Aswe gare a the demons besting the ground with their fists, or tearing it with their claws, curdang usin
their own garbled language, Run Fast steps up behind me, lays ahand on my shoulder, and sayswith a
confident little smile, ? Worm pups.?

The Old magic istoo strong for the demons. They can? t come within striking distance of the ones. A
few try, over the course of the night, making darting runs, headslow, howling their defiance. Each comes
crashing to ahdt or isthrown back asif they? d runinto awall.

| wish we knew the magic of the Old Creatures. We could build stone ringslike thisaround every fort.
Make the land safe again. But those secrets are long lost. Banba often spoke of the ancient magicians but
she knew little about them, except for the tales and legends that she hersdlf was taught asachild.

When we? vefinished laughing and cheering, we examine the sone circlein greater detall and what we
find dampens our newly eated spirits. Bones. Some are from animals but most are human, stacked
carefully in the center, arranged so that the heads point west, in the direction of the setting sun. The sun
guidesthe dead to the Otherworld, and if bodies aren? t cremated, they? reusudly laid out facing the
path of the ever-moving orb.

The bones are more recent than the stones. Many are still dotted with scraps of flesh and hair.

? They must have been brought here after death,? Ornasays. ? To keep the Fomorii from bringing them
back tolife.?

? Perhaps,? Fachnasays. ? But why not just burn them??



? Maybe the bodies are part of the magic,? Ronan suggests. ? The stones might need the power of the
newly dead.?

? Evenif they did,? Goll says, ? what purpose would it serve? Why drag bodies here just to keep
demons from overrunning aring of stones??

The mystery puzzles usthrough the night? nobody can deep with dl the screams of the demons? but it?
ssolved early in the morning. Asthe sun rises, the demons retreat. But they only withdraw asfar asthe
treesthat encircle thering. There, under the shade of the rough shelter, they stop and leer vicioudly at us,
pounding the earth with aterrible, Seady, threstening rhythm.

? They worked on thetrees,? | say, asck feding in my ssomach. ? The peoplein thisareamust have
sought the protection of the stones every night. It made the demons mad.

Then they had anidea. They built ashelter in the trees around the circle. When it was finished, they let the
peoplein one night, then stood guard the next day, trapping them. There was no way out. They died

here, dowly, of sarvation and thirst.?

? Most of the bodies don? t have wegpons,? Goall Sghs. ? They probably got so used to coming here,
they grew lazy. Didn? t bother with wegpons, since they were safe within thering. They couldn? t even
try to fight their way to freedom.?

? And now we? re trapped too,? Connlasays bitterly, shooting me adirty look.

? I1t? snot Bec? sfault,? Fiachnasnaps. ? We? d be dead dready if not for her.?

? Aye,? Connlaadmitsgrudgingly. ? But 1? d rather have died fighting in the open than of hunger and
thirst, trapped likeafox initsden.?

? You candieanytimeyou like,? Goll says. ? The demonsarewaiting. Go pick afight with them if you
want to die quickly.?

? Maybe? Il pick afight with you ingtead,? Connlasnarls.

? Men are so childish,? Ornasnaps before the insults escalate. ? Instead of being grateful for thisextra
day, you? re hitter and scrap with each other like dogs.?

? What do we haveto be grateful for?? Connlashouts. ? We? re surrounded! We? Il dielike the others
who lie here and our boneswill rot dowly, unburied, ignored by the gods.?

? Not necessarily,? Ornadisagrees. ? The demonshaven? t built awide shelter. And we? re not
wesponless. If we bresk through their ranks, they won? t be able to chase after us.?

? That won? t be easy,? Ronan says, studying thelie of theland. ? There? salot of space between this
ring and the trees. We can? t surprisethem. They? Il see us coming and converge at that point.?

? So we separate.? Ornashrugs. ? We pair off and dart at them from afew directions at once. | doubt
if everyonewill makeit through but some of us should.?



? The strongest,? Fiachnanotes softly, looking at Run Fast and me. ? What about the smaller ones??

? We? || take our chances,? | say diffly, not happy with Fiachnafor dighting me. 1? m no warrior, but |
know how to fight and 1 ”? m not afraid to die. | want to be treated equally, not as a helpless child.

? If we? regoing to try that, we need to do it soon,? Goll says. ? If we can put afull day? smarch
between us and these mongters, they? |l never catch up. But if we leaveit until later, they? Il just wait until
dark and give chase again.?

? | don? t seethat we? veany choice,? Lorcan says. ? Hit hard, run fast, and? ?

? Runfad!? Run Fast shouts. We smile at him but he doesn? t seethe humor init. ? Runfast!? heydls
agan. ? Runfas!?

? Easy,? Goll says, reaching out a hand to soothe the agitated boy.

Run Fast ducks away from Gall. ? Runfagt!? heingsts. Then, before we can stop him, he darts past the
safety of the stones and races towards the trees? and the demons.

? Run Fast! ? | scream. ? Come back! ?

Heignores my cry but drawsto a halt short of the trees. The demonsin that area have bunched together,
snarling and drooling, reaching out towards Run Fast, each wanting to be the firgt to snag him and feast
on hisflesh.

Run Fast dodges the hands, paws, and claws of the demons, then startsto...to... No! | can? t believeit.
Butyes? he startsto dance!

It? scrazy. Incredible. Ridiculous. But he dances anyway. 1t? snot agraceful dance, or adance of magic
or power. He just hops from foot to foot, clapping his hands, waving them around, grunting a series of
off-key tunes.

The demons go wild, infuriated by the display. Run Fast istaunting them, dancing around within their
reach, mocking them. They fadl over one another in their fury, clutching, grasping, desperate to drag him
down and put an end to hisinsolence. Some even step out of the shade of the trees and lunge at him,
risking the burning rays of the sun.

Run Fast dodgesthem dl, legps here, dartsthere, dancing al the time. He sets off on acircuit, the
demonsfallowing him. He comes within range of those who? ve been standing their ground, keeping an
eyeor three on the rest of us. As he passes, they lose interest in everything but the dancing boy and join
with therest of their inhuman clan, giving chase, lashing out, spitting poison.

Within minutes every demon isfocused on Run Fast, sumbling after him, clashing with each other,
fighting among themsalves. Demons are never the most logica of creatures. Now they? velodt their
senses entirely and only care about destroying this dancing thorn in their sde. They? ve forgotten the rest
of us.

? 1 wouldn? t have believed it if | hadn? t seenit,? Goll says, stunned, watching the show with awide,
incredulous eye.



? Look at how he dances away from them,? Fachnamurmurs. ? He didesthrough their fingerslike
smoke.?

? There? smoreto the fool than we thought,? Connlasays, ahint of disapprova in hisexpresson. He
doesn? t like surprises, even when they work to his advantage.

? Comeon,? Ornasays. ? He? screated agap for usto dip through. Let? snot wasteit by giving the
demonstimeto regain their senses.?

? What about Run Fast?? | ask.

? He? |l befing? Gall laughs. ? He? Il catch usup later. | think it would take more than dl the demons
of theland to snare that boy! ?

| don? t like the thought of leaving Run Fast behind. | study him as he continues to dance around therim
of thecircle, teasing and tormenting the demons. As|? m watching, | notice that one of the demonsisn? t
chasing Run Fast. It? sstanding by itself, ignoring the commotion, gaze fixed on thering of stones...on us.
| can? t see very wdll, but it looksto be apae red color and curioudy lumpy, asthough made of wet
clay. Andit? snot sanding on the ground? it? sfloating.

There? ssomething especialy disturbing about this Fomorii. 1t? snot like any other demon 1? ve seen.
But before | can move forward for acloser ook, Goll daps my back and points me in the opposite
direction, where the trees stand unguarded. ? Run likethewind, Little One,? hesays. ? Andfor Neit? s
sake, don? t stop or look back!?

Then, before | can draw his attention to the floating demon, he barks an order and we? re bregking for

freedom, heads down, feet kicking up clouds of dust. In the heat of the moment al thoughts, except those
of escape, dip from my head and blow away on the cool morning breeze.

TheCrannog
RUN Fast joinsus nearly an hour later. | thought he? d be quicker than that, and was worrying, thinking
about going back for him. When he appears, | ssewhy hewas solong? he stopped to pick flowersand
weave anecklace out of them. ? Turnipd ? he shouts happily, waving the necklace at us.
There? sabig group cheer and we surround him, laughing, hugging, exclaming at the sametime?
? That wasamazing! ?
? 1? ve never seen anything likeit! ?
? Y ou must be ason of thegods! ?

? The demons thought they had us dead but they didn? t count on Run Fast! ?

Run Fagt amiles hazily, unsure of what al the fussisabout. In hishead, | don? t think leading demonson
amerry chase counts for much. He? sfar prouder of the necklace of flowers.
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When we? re through congratul ating Run Fast, we set off again, anxious to cover as much ground aswe
can before nightfal. It? s a showery day and we? re soon soaked. But that? saminor inconvenience.
We? |l take any amount of soakings after our unexpected escape from the demons.

* * %

Early afternoon. | ? ve been discussing the ring of stones with Fiachna, wondering how old it was, who
built it, what itsoriginal purpose might have been.

? A pity they didn? t have ogham stones back then,? Fiachnasays. ? They could have told uswho they
were and lived on through their writing.?

? Can you read ogham?? | ask.
? A bit. | learned it from abard who couldn? t pay me for my work. Can you??

? No. Banbadidn? t like ogham. She said magic shouldn? t be recorded, that history should be kept
dive by word of mouth.?

? Perhaps,? Fiachnasays. ? But many stories are lost forever that way. | think . . .? He stops, eyes
narrowing. ? Connlal ? hecdls? the young would-be king has been leading for the last couple of hours.
When Connlalooks back, Fiachna pointsto aspot off to theright. ? A large, srange hut. | think it? sa
church.?

Everyone gathers around us. | can seethetip of the building now that Fiachna? s pointed it out. It? snot
likeany |? ve seen before but | ? ve heard of itstype. A Christian church. | didn? t know they? d built
any thiscloseto our tuath.

We advance on the church. My insides aretight. 1t? safedling | dways get when | hear of the upstart
religion. Chrigtians are new to our land, but dready it? shard to imagine atime when they weren? t here.
They? ve spread asfast asrabbits, bringing their churches and unnatura waysinto tuath after tuath,
converting everyone they encounter. | ? ve never met a Christian, but from what 1? ve heard they ? re
powerful and persuasive, with no tolerance for other ways of thinking. They believe dl people should
follow their faith, that no gods are real except their own.

Thethreat of Chrigtians was amajor worry for us before the Fomorii came. Even though we were far
removed from any of the infected tuatha, we knew we couldn? t hope to avoid them forever. From what
we heard, they? d converted al of the north and east. It was only amatter of time before their priests
came? maybether high priest, Padraig, would come himsdf? and then...

Would they convert ustoo? Would Conn grant them his backing, as so many other kings had, and order
usto follow their ways, abandon our gods, adopt their customs? It didn? t seem possible. Our religionis
old. Our gods are sacred, asred to us as our ancestors. We lead our lives based on ancient, just laws,
handed down from father to son, mother to daughter. How could we turn away from al that within a
matter of days and become another people entirely?

I? d have said it wasimpossible, except | know from the reportsthat it isn? t. While the Christiansdon? t
have our understanding and control of magic, they have sirange powers of their own. They? ve come
from far across the world, winning over most of those they met along the way. Common sense suggested
we? d be no different, no more immuneto their persuasive spells than any other clan.



We thought Chrigtianity wasthe worst disaster that could befal us. Then the demons attacked and we
reglized there were far greater enemiesin theworld than the followers of the god they call Christ.

* * %

Creegping up to the door of the church. | sense power within. A dark, throbbing, painful power. It gives
me a headache. This church doesn? t have the natura fedl of our own holy places. 1t? sabuilding of
power but not magic.

We stop at the door of the church, unwilling to enter in case demons areinside. | thought a church would
be protected from the Fomorii, like the ring of stones. But as powerful asthey are, Chrigtianslack the
skills of the Old Creatures, becauseit? s obvious this church has been attacked and demons have been

a play.

We can see the mess through the open door. Blood everywhere. Bits of human bodies. A man? shead?
maybe apriest? s? stuck on thetip of aspear set in the center of the church. Eydids ripped off, eyes
gouged out, demonic symbols scrawled in blood across his forehead and cheeks.

? 1? ve never seen demons do this,? Goall says, scratching the flesh over hisown lost eye. ? They usudly
strike and kill, make off with the bodies they want, leave the othersjust scattered around. Thisis
different.?

? 1t? slikewhat we do with our enemies after abattle,? Fiachnaagrees. ? If you add thisto thetrap
they built around the ring of stones, there? sonly one conclusion. Tiernan wasright? they? re becoming
moreintdligent.?

| fed sick when Fiachnasaysthat. If the demons sart plotting, scheming, and fighting like humans, with
their extra strength and powersthey? re certain to crush usal within months.

We stand in the doorway afew moments more, studying the face of the dead man. Then we retredt,
Spirits dampened, and continue on our trek to Run Fast? shome, wondering if we? Il find smilar scenes
of chaosthere.

* k% %

Late in the evening. Worrying about the night ahead and wherewe? Il stop. 1t? stoo much to hopeto
find another ring of magica stones. We? retired from the march and lack of deep. If wedon? tfind
shelter soon, we? rein trouble.

All of asudden, without warning, Run Fast darts ahead of us. He stops, looks back, and beckons
hedtily. ? Bumpy frogs ? he shouts. ? Runfast! ? Then he tears ahead, disappearing through the trees.

? Lookslike our journey? sat an end.? Connlasmiles. ? | thought we? d have amuch farther march
than that.?

? The gods must be looking down on us,? Gall grunts, then catches Connla? sarm as he goesto follow
Run Fast. ? Careful. Don? t forget why we? re here. These people arein trouble. There? snotdling
what we? |l find. The demons might have them surrounded, like a the ring of stones.?



Connla hesitates, then takes a step back. ? What do you suggest? Go in together or send ascout first??

? Together,? Goll says after asecond of thought. ? To separate is to weaken. But everybody draw your
weapons and tread carefully.?

Whenwe? redl prepared, we advance cautioudy, scanning the branches of the trees overhead and
roots at our feet? sometimes worm-like demons disguise themsel ves as roots and snag unsuspecting

passersby.

A couple of minutes later we cometo aclearing and find oursalves a the edge of alake. A crannog has
been built on anidand in the middie of thewater. A smdll, fenced fort, containing half adozen huts. There
? sasentry post built above the gate, and from the marks beneath it and here on the shore, | think there
was once abridge connecting the idand to the mainland. But that? s been demolished, probably because
of the threat posed by demons. Now you can only get to it by swimming or in one of the curraghstied up
closetothefort? sgate.

? Hdlo!? Gall ydls. Echoes, then sllence.

Run Fast is hopping up and down, hisface alight, reaching out to the crannog as though he can siretch
acrossthe lake and stroke the walls of the fence.

? Anybody there?? Goll shouts. When the silence holds, he adds, ? We? ve cometo help. Y our boy
told usyou werein trouble. We? re hereto...?

Hedrawsto ahalt, snceit? s obvious nobody? sgoing to answer.
? 1t? saghost village,? Ronan says.
? We? retoo late,? Connlasniffs.

? Maybe not,? Fachnadisagrees. ? They might be sheltering underground, in a souterrain, where they
can? t hear us.?

? Y ou two seem to think people do nothing but cower underground,? Connla snorts, nodding at Fiachna
and Orna. ? Why don? t you just accept the smple truth that when nobody answersacdl, it meansthey
? redl dead??

? | prefer to hopefor the best,? Ornasaysdiffly, ? evenwhen | can seejust asclearly asyouthat it? s
unlikely.?

? Smoke bread,? Run Fast says bafflingly, leaning over so far that he dmost topplesinto the lake.

? Right,? Goll says. ? Wehaven? t comedl thisway to turn back now. If nothing else, the crannog
offersaplaceto rest tonight.?

? Unlessit? s been taken over by demons,? Connlasays.

? Unlessit? s been taken over by demons,? Goll agrees. ? But we haveto check. Lorcan, will you swim
across and come back in acurragh for the rest of us??



Lorcan? sthe best swimmer in our tuath. Even when he was twelve years old, he could beat most grown
men in arace. He steps forward now and studies the water, looking for demons. He can? t see any but
that doesn? t meanit? ssafe? they often hide down deep during the day, to avoid the rays of the sun.
Without saying anything, Lorcan undresses quickly, then divesin and strikes powerfully for the crannog.
We watch nervoudy, Ronan having notched an arrow to his bow, ready to fireingantly if his brother
comes under attack.

Lorcan makesit to the crannog unhindered and pulls himself out, pausing only to offer up aquick prayer
of thanksto the gods. He brushes water from his stubbly hair? it comes off in rusty red drops, colored
by the blood caked into his scalp. Then he unties aleather-framed curragh and rows across to where we
? rewaiting, hard strokes, one eye on the setting sun.

Lorcan, Goll, Run Fast, and Orna crossfirst. Then Lorcan rows back to pick up Ronan, Fiachna,
Connla, and me. At the gate | test the air for the scent of demons. 1t? sclear. | don? t think there are
mongersinthevillagebut I can? t be certain.

? Will wetry the gate or go over thefence?? Goll asks.

? Thegate? sopen,? Fachnasays.

Goll squints, then chuckles. ? | was never the sharpest with two eyes, but with only one. . .? Helooks
around. ? We? Il goinfast. Any sign of trouble, retreat to the gate. Based on what we? refacing, we? |l
decide then whether to fight or flee.?

Deep breath. Weapons drawn. A signa from Gall. In.

* % %

No demons. No people ether. Just afew chickens and lots of blood. While we stand afew pacesinsde
the gate, Run Fast chases after the chickens, laughing. They squawk and flap away from him. With his
gpeed he could catch them easily, but he? sonly playing with them.

? Do you think they? re al dead?? Ornaasks, eyes narrow, nose wrinkled againgt the stench of fresh
blood.

? Unlessthey? rehiding,? Goll grunts.
? We should check the huts,? Fiachnasays.

? Aye.? Gall pointsat Ronan, Fiachna, Connla, and me. ? Y ou four go right. Therest of uswill go left.
We? Il megtinthemiddleif dl? sclear.?

? What about Run Fast?? | ask.
Goall looks at the boy chasing the chickens. ? | don? t think he? d be much help.?
We st off quickly, each of usaware of the rgpidly setting sun. It? samost the time of the Fomorii.

Thefirg hut. Holeshave been torninthewalls, soit? seasy to peer in. Floor caked in drying blood but



otherwise empty. No trapdoor or hiding place. We push on.

The second hut? ssmaller than thefirst. A tiny entrance. No holesin the walls. Dark pools of shadows.
We stick our heads through the doorway, alowing our eyesto adjust to the gloom. Objects gradudly
swiminto sght. Pots, asmall table, a broken chair. Rugs on thefloor? there could be asouterrain
benegth. We didein, Ronan first, melast, looking up for winged demons hanging from the thatch. The
men search beneath therugs? nothing. They file out. 1? m bringing up the rear, amost through the door,
when something breathes behind me.

? Beccececcec...?
| stop...turn... eyeswide... heart beating fast. | stare into the shadows. | can? t see anything but | know |
? mnot aone. | want to duck out of the door or call for help but | can? t. My tongue isfrozen, not with

fear but magic.

Long, terrifying seconds pass. Then, in ablur, claws dart out of the darkness...atwisted face... fiery
eyes...asavage mouth filled with rows of teeth... the demon grabbs me!

Drust

| NSTANT reaction? magic. | don? t waste time screaming. | bark aspell, my lips moving quicker than
ever before. My hands heat up. Then, ingtead of wrenching my arms away, which iswhat the demon
expects, | grabits clawstightly and try to scorch them to scraps.

It doesn? t work. As my hands glow, the claws grasping me glow too. Brighter and brighter, the pair of
us, acontest. For several secondswe are locked together, no words, my gaze fixed on my hands and the
claws. Then | gart noticing details? not claws but hands. Smooth flesh, eight fingers, two thumbs. Dark
flesh but not demon dark? human dark.

| bring my eyesup but | can? t see my attacker? sface because of the magica glow. A swift inner
debate. Then | let the power drain from me. Thelight dies away. Shadows reform. It takes my eyesa
whileto adjust, but when they do | seethat | wasright? it? saman, not amonster. And he? samiling.

? Good,? theman says. ? You havemagic? abit anyway? and common sense. You? |l do.? Thenhe
brushes past me, out of the hut, and summons the others with afar-reaching call. ? Y ou can stop

searching. 1t? ssafe. There are no demons here. Now come and find out why | sent the boy to fetch you.
?

* % %

The granger? snameis Drust and? asweimmediately see by hislong blue tunic and shaved, tattooed
head? he? sadruid. After caling ustogether and telling us his name, Drust doesn? t speak for along
time. Instead, he builds afire and casts apell to prevent smoke and contain the glow within the crannog,
S0 as not to attract demons. After awhile he takes hot rocks from the fire? with hisbarefingers? and
placesthemin apit filled with water. When the water isthe right heet, he dropsin chunks of mesat
wrapped in straw.

Wesdt slently, eyeing Drust suspicioudy, waiting for him to speak. 1 ? ve never seen adruid before.
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Wandering men of minor magic, yes, but never one of the legendary seers. Histattoos are amazing. They
? reamap of the stars, but they move like the stars do, dowly revolving across his scap.

When the meat is cooking to Drust? s satisfaction, he stands before us and runs a calculating eye over the
group, one by one, judging. His eye seemsto rest longest on me, but maybe | just imagine that.

We? redl tense. We have tremendous respect for druids, but we fear them too. They? re human, but
something ese aswell, powerful, with rules and ways of their own. We? ve heard tales of how they
sacrifice children to the gods, breed with demons, build mountains, leve raths, and divert the course of
rivers.

Findly, Drust looks at Run Fast. He amiles at the boy, then clicks hisfingers. Run Fast edges over to him
likeadog toits master. Drust rufflesthe boy? suntidy hair, hissmilewidening. ? Y ou did well, Bran,?

he says.

? Bran!? | gasp. ? Isthat hisname? He never told us. We caled him Run Fast because. . .? Drugt
looksat me camly and | cometo ahdt. There? sno menacein hiseyes, but no warmth either. He
studies me in much the same way that | ? ve studied dead demonsin the past.

? Yes,? thedruid saysin an accent not of thisland. ? It? sBran. Hedidn? t tel you because he? s
incgpable of remembering names.? Drust speaks dowly, the words sounding strange on hislips. | don? t
think our languageishisown.

? IsBran from here,? Fiachnaasksquietly, ? or is he your apprentice??

Drust raises amocking eyebrow. ? Y ou think | would take an idiot as an gpprentice??

? He? ssmple but blessed,? Fiachnareplies. ? He has speed and other powers not of normal men.?
Drust nods. ? Whichiswhy | sent him for assstance. But, touched by magic asheis, Bran? sbrain can
never develop. He would be as usaless to me as he was to his own people.? He pauses, then adds, ? |
doubt he came from here origindly, but thisiswhere| found him.?

Drust releases Bran? shair. The boy looks up at the druid, to seeif he? sgoing to pet him again, then
didesover to my sSde and Stsbeside me. | stroke the back of his hands absentmindedly while the
conversation continues.

? Andyou?? Goll asks. ? Where are you from??

Drust pointsin an easterly direction.

? Areyou aPict?? Connlaasks. ? DrustisaPict? sname.?

? | was, asachild, before | becameadruid.?

The Picts are an ancient people from across the great water to the east. | wasn? t aware that any il
remained. They? re adying race, killed or absorbed by stronger tribes. Drust must be one of the last of
hiskind.

Before we can ask any more questions, Drust points at Goll and says, ? Areyou the leader of this band?



?
? No,? Goll replies. ? We have no leader. But 1?2 m the eldest, so | suppose | can speak for us.?

Out of the corner of my eyel see Connlabristle? he probably looks upon himsdlf asthe rightful leader?
but he doesn? t say anything.

? Then | will addressmy wordsto you,? Drust says. ? 1? |l keep it smple. | am hereto end the demon
attacks. | need your help. Y ou must come with me.?

He stops as though those few sentences are explanation enough.

Theflesh around Goll ? ssingleeyewrinkles. ? You? Il need to tell us more than that, druid or no druid,?
he murmurs. ? To begin with, what happened here and where are Run F? | mean, Bran? s people??

? Demons.? Drust shrugs. ? They? d been attacking long before | arrived. Bran? stribe? the MacRoth
? were exhausted, closeto defeat. Shortly after | came, that defeat findly befell them.?

? The demonskilled everyone?? Goll asks, and Drust nods. ? Then why not you?? He phrasesit
lightly, but it? s clearly achdlenge. It? sunnaturd for al to perish except this one stranger. What Goll? s
redly asking isdid Drust betray the MacRoth? and will he betray ustoo?

? They didn? t kill me because they couldn? t seeme,? Drust says. ? Just as your people couldn? t see
me when they entered the hut where | was staying. | know masking spellsthat hide me from sight. If your
girl priestess had been more experienced, she? d have seen through my shield. But sheisnot yet mistress
of her arts.?

? Why not hide the MacRoth too?? Ornaasks angrily.

Drug sniffs. ? All magic hasitslimits. | have the power to mask ahandful of people but not sixteen.?

? If not Sixteen, why not eight?? Lorcan growls. ? Or four? Or even one??

? Asyour own magician? wet behind the earsas sheis? cantdl you, magicisdraining. A masking spell
for severd people, maintained over along period, would have tired me. | need to be at my most
powerful if 1? m to save dl from the threat of the Demonata.?

? Demonata?? Ronan frowns. He? s been keeping one hand on his bow, ready to swing it around and
fire off an arrow if Drust makes any untoward moves. ? Do you mean the Fomorii ??

? They? renot Fomorii,? Drust snorts. ? The Fomorii were brutish humanswith just ahint of the
demonic about them. The Demonata come directly from what you cal the Other-world. Their powers
are pure. They cannot be fought and defeated by human means. Only by magic.?

? | think many of the demonswe? vekilled would disagree with that.? Connlasmirks.

? Familiars? Drugt retorts. ? Weak, mindless creatures. They? ve come ahead of their masters, likerats
ahead of amighty plague. When the true Demonata arrive, your wegponswill be useless.?

Our featurestighten. We? d guessed that more intelligent, stronger demons were coming, but not that we



wouldn? t be ableto kill them. If thisistrue, it meansthe end of all we? ve ever known and cared abouit.

Drust cocks an eyebrow, inviting further questions, making it clear that such queriesare awaste of his
time. Goll pushes on anyway. ? So you stood by and let these Demonatakill the MacRoth. We? |l return
to that, but first tell us? ?

? Wewon?t,? Drug interrupts. ? The MacRoth meant nothing to me, just as you mean nothing to me.
My amisto savethisland. If Sixteen? or sSixty, or Sx hundred? haveto die, so beit. The MacRoth
would have perished whether | was here or not. Since their living or dying had no impact on my quest, |
kept out of their affairs, just as|? Il keep out of yoursif | decide you are of no useto me ether.?

Gall? sface whitens with anger but he controls histemper, and instead of shouting, he hisses a question.
? Tel ushow we can be of use. If you? re so powerful, what are we here for? We came to help people
in distress, not adamn druid who has no need of us.?

? But | do have need of you,? Drust saysevenly. ? | havetraveled far to stem the tide of demonsat its
source. Such travels are perilous, even for one with my powers. | cannot complete my quest one.
When | set out, months ago, it was with severa companions, dl of whom fell in the course of our
journey. | need new warriorsto replace them.?

? Us?? Connlalaughs. ? Youthink we? Il fight and die for you??

? If you have any sense,? Drudt says. ? The Demonataare your problem. They cannot crossthe seato
my land. Y ou and your people are the oneswho will suffer if | fail.?

? We can fight the demons ourselves,? Lorcan saysgiffly. ? We don? t need help from the likes of you.
?

Drust laughs. Hislaughter offendsus dl, but before we can react, he speaks quickly. ? You haven? t
fought the magtersyet, only their minions. The demonsyou? vefaced? aong with the pitiful undead?
are merely thefirst wave. A tunndl has opened between this land and the Otherworld. It will alow
demonsto enter our reelm fredly. 1t? sasmdl tunnd but it? sgrowing. Asit grows, larger, smarter,
stronger demonswill cross. They can roam the land by day aswell asnight. And, as1? ve dready told
you, they can only bekilled by magic.?

He stops. Our faces are ashen. Nobody can speak, not even the hotheaded Connla. When Drust has
measured the impact of hiswords, he continues. ? The druidswon? t cometo your aid. Thisidand had
aready passed beyond our control ? the Christians drove us out. The view of most druidsisthat it makes
no difference whether Chrigtians or demonsrule here. In fact, many would prefer the Demonata? they
hate Christians even more than demons.?

? Butthey? Il daughter usdl!? | cry.

Drust? sexpresson isunreadable. ? Aye.? A pause. ? Unless| stop them.?

? By yoursdf?? Connlasnears.

? There? sjust onetunnd, and at the moment it? svulnerable,? Drust says. ? If the gap between worlds

can be plugged, the demons can no longer cross. One man, if he has the power and knowswhat he? s
doing, can closethetunnd. | an suchaman.?



? Butwhy?? Fiachnaasks. ? If therest of the druidsdon? t care, why do you??

? | havereasons,? Drugt says, lowering hisgazefor thefirst time. ? They aremy own.? Hiseyesrise
again. ? Will you help me or not??

? Todowhat?? Goll asks.
? Stop the Demonatal ? Drust groans. ? Haven? t you been ligening??

? | have,? Gall says, smiling bitterly. ? What | mean is, how can we help? What exactly do you want us
to do??

? 1 must gowest,? Drust says, ? to the coast. There, | can find out where the tunnel islocated.?
? Youdon? t know?? Fachnaasks.

Drust shakes hishead. ? | searched for it with my origind companions. | thought | could find it by mysdlf.
| waswrong.?

? How will you find out by going to the coast?? Orna asks.

? That? smy business,? Drugt huffs. ? Yours, if you accept the chalenge, will be to escort me safdly.
Say now whether or not you are worthy of such responsbility. If not, I ? Il send Bran forth again, to hunt
for those of anobler clan.?

Connladrives himsdf to hisfeet, hand going to his sword, ready to cut Drust down. But a awave of
Drugt? shand he stops, frozen. 1t? sasmple hdting spel? Banbataught me severd likeit? but expertly
woven. Connlamight aswell be carved out of wood.

Drust looks questioningly at Goll. The old warrior? s unhappy. His distrust of the druid is plain to seeand
mirrored on the faces of the rest of us. But if what we? ve heard istrue...

? Y ou must cometo our rath and tell your tory to our king,? Goll says. ? If he? sinclined to provide
assistance, he can send more? ?

? Thereisn? ttime,? Drugt interrupts sharply. ? Come with mein the morning, or return to your homes
and 1? |l search for other dlies.?

Goll sghs, deeply troubled. Helooks around for advice.

? | don? ttrust him,? Ornasays, making asgn to ward off evil spirits. ? But | am not of your tuath. 1 will
follow your lead in thismetter.?

? We? vemadeit thisfar,? Ronan saysneutrdly. ? We can go farther.?
? Perhaps he could teach us better waysto kill demons,? L orcan notes.

It? sclear the twinslike the idea of journeying with the druid and facing extra dangers and demons. They
? reyoung and bloodthirsty. They care more about notching up kills than the welfare of the clan.



? 1? mof twominds,? Fiachnamutters. ? Our peoplewill think the worst if we? re gonetoo long.
Perhaps one or two of us should go back. Bec, for instance...?

I? m about to protest, but before | can, Drust doesit for me. ? No!?  he snaps with unexpected force. ?
If you Stay, the girl stays. Her powers might comein useful. She? sweek and undisciplined but | can
work with her. She? d be an asset.?

? Connla?? Goll asks.
Held by the spdll, Connla.can? t answer, so Drust waves his hand again and freesthe warrior. Connla
glares hatefully at the druid, then spitsat hisfeet. ? | say damn him and dl hiswretched kind! Where

were they when the demons came? We can hold our own without them, as we have since the sart.?

? And if hordes of demons attack by day?? Fiachnasays softly. ? More powerful than any we? ve
fought so far? Organized, brutd, unkillable??

? Why should we bdieve that?? Connlacounters. ? He could belying, just to? ?

? Thering of stones and the church,? | remind him. | shouldn? tinvolve mysdf inthiswithout being
invited to share my thoughts, but | can? t keep quiet. ? We? ve seen the work of clever, cunning
demons. I1t? strue, Connla. You know itis.?

Connlahesitates, the memories dtering his expresson.

? It would be agreat honor,? Fachnasayswryly. ? If Drust succeeds, and we play apart in that
success, we? |l be hailed as heroes throughout the four provinces.?

That? sthe clincher for Connla. If he could help save the entire land, his kingship would be guaranteed.
And maybe not just king of our tuath, but of our province. Maybe more? thefirst highking of all the
provinces. Many have tried to exercise complete control. All havefailed. But till the greedier warriors
dream.

? Veywdl,? Connlagrunts. ? | vote we go with him.?

Goall nodsrductantly. ? Thenit? sdecided.?

? | thought it might be,? Drust sayswith asdf-satisfied smirk. Then he turns his attention to the mest
boiling in the water and adds afew more hot stones to keep the heat constant.

Potential

A quiet night. No attacks. The demons think everyone hereis dead, so they? ve no reason to bother
with the crannog. | get anight of deep deep and so do the others, too exhausted even for nightmares.
Wedl wake refreshed in the morning. Drust? saready up. He? s prepared cold dices of meat from the
night before and hot porridge, which we share in sllence in the grayish pre-dawn haze.

Fachna searchesthe village for aforge, smith? stools, or other weapons like Bran? sknife, but he doesn
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? tfind any. Therest of usgo on aquick search too, for wegpons or food. Wekill the remaining
chickens, then take the eggsthey? ve laid and some dabs of cured pork. But there? slittledse
worthwhile.

We? reready to go but Drust says he needsto pray first. He finds a place where he can face therising
sun, then knedls, closes his eyes, and meditates.

? How long will hebe?? Connlaasks me.

? Fiveor tenminutes.? Actudly, | don? t have aclue, but | don? t want to look ignorant in front of
Connla

? Time enough for aquick shave,? Connlasays. Filling abucket with water, he douses hisface, takesa
small knife, wets the blade, and waits for the water to settle. Then, studying hisreflection, he scrapesthe
hairs off his cheeks and chin. Most of the men in our rath grow beards but Connla prefers the smooth
look. Goll sometimesteases him about it, sayshelookslikeadgirl.

Bran? it? shard not to think of him asRun Fast? watches Connla shave, fascinated. Maybe he? snever
Seen aman shaving before. He pays extra close attention as Connlatrims around the sides of his upper
lip, careful not to disturb the hairs of hismustache. As he? sfinishing, cleaning the blade, Bran reaches
over, grabs a patch of Connla? s mustache, and yanks hard. The hairsrip out and Connla howlswith
pain and surprise.

Bran holdsthe hairs up proudly, grinning. He thought Connlamissed them and was trying to help. But
Connladoesn? t seeit that way. Heroars at the boy and swings afist. Bran ducks, still holding up the
hairs. Connlalunges after him. Bran laughs and flees, shouting, ? Run fast! Run fast!? Connla chases,
cursing foully, drawing his sword.

Therest of usfdl about with laughter. We know Connlawon? t catch Bran? if hewastoo fast for
demons, ahuman stands no chance. Connlaeventualy redizes this and stops chasing the boy. After
hurling afew fina curses a him and some more at us, he sorms back to the bucket, regards his ruined
mustache with amiserable expression, then scrapestherest of the hairs away, shaving hislip bare.

Bran edges up to me, timidly holding out the hairs. ? Giblets,? he says, handing them over. | give the boy
addighted hug. Gall clgps him hard on the back? the old warrior is crying with laughter.

?1? d keep him out of Connla? sway for afew hours,? Fiachnachuckles. ? He? || cam down later, but
he? Il beinafoul mood for awhile.?

? Don? tworry.? | grin, squeezing Brantight. ? 17 Il look after him.?
? Giblets,? Bran repeats, stroking the hairsfondly, asif they were petds, making usdl laugh again.

* % %

Shortly after the sun rises, Drust stops praying and we depart. Bran trots along beside us, unaware of the
scowling Connla? sdark looks. | keep the boy close, in case the surly warrior triesto hurt him. | doubt
hewould, but I ? m never sure about Connla. He? sahard one to read. Impossible to know how he? |l
react to ajoke or how deeply to heart he? Il takealight inault.



| study Bran as hejogs, smiling at the countryside, squinting up at the sky and birds, perfectly content. |
assume he had family and friendsin the crannog, al of whom are dead now, but he doesn? t seem
bothered by theloss. At first | pity him, but the more | think about it, pity turnsto envy. It must be niceto
livelike Bran, immuneto the painsthat the rest of us suffer. Knowing what | know? that unless Drust
succeeds, thisland will be overrun by unstoppable demons? | wish | could be as empty-headed asthe
fleet-footed boy.

* % %

Heading due west, we make good time. After awhile Drust drops back and walks beside me, nudging
Bran out of theway. The druid asks|lots of questions about my past, Banba, my training. He wantsto
know what | can do, how powerful | am. He sneerswhen | tdll him about my remarkable memory? that
doesn? tinterest him. When he asks about my family, | tell him 1?2 m an orphan of unknown origin.

? You? ve no ideawho your people were?? he presses.
?No.? | pause. ? Doyou??
Hefrowns. ? Why should 1?7?

| shrug, not wishing to tell him about my vison and the possibility that my mother might have been sending
me out to find my origina clan.

Drust continues asking about my magic, what spdlls | know, where my strengthslie. Hisinquiriesfill me

with unease. They shouldn? t. 1t? snatura for amagician to be interested in the abilities of another. But

thisdoesn? t fed like smple curiosity. He seemsto be testing me, probing for weaknesses. | recal what
he said back inthehut? ? You? Il do? ? and worry burnsin my ssomeach like afire.

* % %

At midday we take ashort rest. Drust sitsdightly apart from the rest of us. Instead of egting, he pullsa
board out of the bag that he carries on hisback. A strange board, the surface divided into an equal
number of black and white squares. 1t? sthe thickness of the length of my thumb, made of crystd. He
setsit down on the ground, then spills small, carved shapes out onto the grass. When he starts to position
the pieces on the board, | redlizeit? s some sort of game.

? Chess,? Ornasaysas Drust movesthefirst piece.
Drust looks up eagerly. ? You play??

? No. One of the davesin our tuath had aset but it was only played by men. | picked up some of the
rules by watching but | don? t know them dl.?

? A pity,? Drugt Sghs. ? It? sbeen along time since | had anyoneto test my wits againgt.?

He concentrates. Moves awhite piece shaped like ahorse? shead, then one of the many smply shaped
black pieces. Everyone? sinterested in this new game. We? ve never seenit in our tuath. Ornaexplains
about the game while Drust plays but it? shard to follow the rules, especialy as Ornais unsure of them
hersdf.



? Themain aimisto keep your king from being taken?? Lorcan asks.
? Aye,? Ornasays.

? Why can? t hefight?? Ronan frowns. ? A king should beafinewarior, yet the kingsin thisgame
seem scared. They hide at the back.?

? It hailsfrom adifferent land,? Ornaexplains. ? In some placeskingsdon? t fight. They send othersto
bettlein their place.?

Angry mutters from the men?

?1t? snot right! ?

? Barbariand ?

? Thelikes of those wouldn? t last long against demons! ?

| ignore them and focus on Drust and the way his hands linger over the pieces. Long, dender, unmarked
fingers. They move the pieces swiftly, smoothly, from one spot to another. | get the sense that he could

move usjust as eadly. And maybe dready has.

* * *

After lunch, Drust marches beside me again. But now, instead of asking questions, he says, ? | can teach
youif you? rewilling to learn.?

? Chess?? | reply esgerly.
? No. Magic.?

| cometo ahdt and sare at him asif he? d dapped me. Fiachna and Connla stop behind us, hands
diding to their wegpons. | start walking again before they ask what? swrong. Drust keeps pace beside
me, waiting for meto speak. Bran? son the other Sde, following a butterfly. My head? sbuzzing with
conflicting thoughts. 1? d love to learn magic from adruid? they can do so much more than priestesses.
But men teach boys. Women teach girls. That? stheway it? saways been.

? 1 wouldn? t teach you dl the spdlls|? d teach amae student,? Drust says, reading my thoughts. ?
There are secrets not fitting for one of your gender, just as you know secrets not suitable for aman. But
we could work on your technique. | could show you where you? re weak, help you improve, and teach
you some new spells, those which you deem acceptable.?

? But men... girls...itisn? t done,? | mutter, red-faced at the thought of sharing my spirit withaman, as|
must if | alow him to become my tutor.

? Just because something hasn? t been done doesn? t meanit shouldn? t be,? Drust says. ? 1? d prefer
aboy to work with, just asyou? d rather learn from a priestess. The fact iswe have only each other. We
can be bold and make the most of this opportunity or we can be prim and let it pass. Bec??

Hewaitsfor my answer. After along, dry-mouthed moment, | nod clumslly. ? | would be... glad to



learn... from you.?

? Good,? he says, then rests hisleft fingers againgt my forehead. ? Close your eyes and think of the
moon. Before we begin, | want to teach you how to clear your head of al the rubbish you? veletitfill
with lately. Y our mind istoo much that of ahuman, not apriestess.?

A rush. A buzz. Tingling dl over. My head...my body... my spirit... full of... magic.

* % %

Four days marching. Four nights spent in the open. We lie down each dusk, singly or in pairs, sheltering
beneath trees. Drust comesto each of usin turn, touches us, and mutters spells. We have orders not to
move during the night, even if we need to empty our inddes.

? Gowhereyou lieif you haveto,? Drust says. ? Just don? t leave the spot where you settle. The spell
will bresk if you do.?

Thefirg night? nothing. No undead or demons. | deep fitfully, tucked up next to Goll, aware of Drust? s
megic? theair flickering around me? wondering if it will hold.

The second night, a beast pieced together from several humans stumbles by. 1t? smoaning and scratching
at the earth with bone-exposed fingers. Starving, hungry for any kind of flesh, even that of insects. It
passes within four or five strides of where 1?2 m resting with Orna. We hold our breath. | fed Orna? s
fingersdide dowly to her sword. | want to whisper, ? No! ? but 1? m afraid to make any noise.

The undead creature stops. | think it? s seen us. Orna hisses. Her hand findsthe hilt of her sword. Her
fingerstighten. Then afox darts out from under abush and pelts away from the undead besst. 1t howls
and lumbers fter the animal, arms flgpping up and down.

Silence, broken after afew seconds by Drust. ? The only two who didn? t reach for their wegpons were
Bec and Gall. And Goll ? sadeep.? A short pause. | sense hissmileinthe dark. ? Now that you? ve
seen my magic a work, | hopeyou act lessrashly next time. Y ou nearly gave our hiding place avay.?

We deep better after that, though at least one of usremains awake a any given time, watching out not
just for the undead and the Demonata? aso keeping an eye on the mysterious Drust.

* % %

Under Drust? sstern eye, | begin practicing magic and learn quickly, fegling my power grow. But [? m
unable to make the new spellswork. Men? smagic is different from women? s. We take power from the
earth, trees, wind, sun, moon. Theworld is charged with natural magic, which we channel. We? re
crestures of nature, and like bees take pollen from flowers, we pluck grains of magic from the land and
araround us.

Drust? smagic isdifferent. He reveals only fragments of his secretsto me, but he seemsto draw most of
his power from the stars. Some of it from the sun and moon, but mostly from the heavens beyond.

? Gods arein motion up there,? he saysto me on the fourth night. Drust deeps by himself, but tonight he
asked meto deep close by. There aren? t many cloudsin the sky, so we have agood view of the stars.
? Demonstoo. And the spirits of the dead. They battle, toil, love? like us. But their actions are grester



than ours. They inhabit forms hundreds or thousands of times our size.?

Hiseyes arefixed on the stars. From their light | can see the tattooed stars on his head moving dowly.
His expresson is soft for once.

? When they come here, they comein formssimilar to ours,? he continues. ? Thisworldistoo small for
them otherwise. But up there.. . .? Hedghs. ? Mde magic comes from the forces generated by the
gods, the dead, and the Demonata. We? ve learned to tap into their power, the way priestessestap into
the roots of trees or the hearts of bears. But the magnitude... the dangers...?

Heturnson hissde? only dightly, so asnot to bresk the masking spdll? and trainshisgazeon me. ?
Man wasn? t made to share the universe with gods. Their ways are not meant for the humble likes of us.
But we? ve decoded some of their secretsregardiess. Like worms, we? ve grabbed on to the talons of
eagles and learned some small truths and means of flight. But we can never redly fly. Wetry, and
succeed to a certain extent, but thefal isaways? will dwaysbe? there. To be adruid isto embrace
desth, dancewith it awhile, and findly fdl prey toit. That iswhy we? Il never rulethisworld. We have
the power to bend al men to our whim, but are forever pushing oursalves further, trying to fly higher...
andfdling.?

A dlence. His gaze returnsto the sky. He looks troubled.

? We could have crushed the Christians hundreds of years ago. They were wesk then. If we? d been
aware of the threat they posed, we? d have bound their tongues and turned their fingersto stone so they
couldn? t spesk or write. Their religion would have died with them. But our eyes were on the
Other-world, the stars, the gods. We didn? t keep watch on the world around us. And when we
eventually lowered our heads and studied the waters closer to home, it wastoo late.?

? You could il stop the Chrigtians,? | mutter quietly, hoping hewon? t punish mefor disagreeing with
him. Drugt? s a harsh teacher. When | make mistakes, he daps the back of my head or stamps on my
foot or lashes me with aknotted rope. Banba was tough too, but not as cruel as Drust.

? Could we?? Drust Sghs. ? Somebdieveit? snot too late? even asthey retreat from theworld of
man and hidein caves or deepin forests. | don? t agree. Our time has passed. We? Il survivein some
form or other, 1? m sure. But we? |l never bethisstrong or fly so high again.?

He says nothing after that, and | know better than to disturb him. Lying on my back, watching the stars
until my lids grow heavy and close, | think about hiswords and try to imagine aworld where druids and
magic have no place. And | redlize, just before | fall adeep, that in such aworld | would have no place
ether.

* % %

Marching. Eyes hdf closed. Fedling power around me? power from the stars and those who drift among
them. Trying to absorb it. Muttering the words of aspell that Drust taught me. | ? m holding asmdl rock.
If the spell works, the rock will float for a second or two.

| sutter on akey word and lose my place. Drust? s hand instantly connects with the back of my head. ?
Concentrate! ? he snaps.

?1am!? | snap back. 1t? sthe seventh or eighth time he? shit meinthelast hour. 1? msck of it. ? | can



? t do thisstupid men? smagic! Teach Bran, why don? t you! ?
Bran? shead rises. He? sbeen waking dong just behind us, humming atune.

? He couldn? t do any worse than you,? Drust snarls, dapping me again, harder thistime. That? sit! My
right hand comes up. I ? m going to dap him back? see what he thinks! But before| can...

? People often say | ? mtoo smdl to beaamith.?
Drust and | look up, tartled. Fiachna, who was marching ahead of us, has stopped and is smiling.
? Thishas nothing to do with you,? Drust growls.

? | never said it had,? Fachnareplies. ? 1?7 mjus remarking? people often say |? mtoo small tobea
amith. They think smiths have to be large, burly men who can swing two heavy hammers at once and
bend iron with their hands. And most are. But they don? t need to be.

? My master was a gentle man. He had abad leg. He broke it when he was achild and it didn? t hedl
properly. So he never fought. But he made some of the finest wegponsimaginable. He knew iron, how to
bend it to hiswill and get the best out of it. He? d dwaystak while he worked, happily chatting away,
seemingly to himsdlf. People thought he was mad but hewasn? t. He wastaking to theiron, learning
fromit, eesing and teasing it into the shape hewanted? the shape it wanted.?

? 1 don? t see? ? Drust begins, but Fiachnatalks over him.

? He taught me to work that way too. He never beat me or shouted or lost histemper. | wasn? t hisfirg
apprentice or hislast. He? d take boys on for awhile, teach them hisways, observe them, then let them
goif hefdt they couldn? t learn from him.? A short pause, then he adds, ? Apologiesfor tdling you your
business, but that might be the best way to teach Bec. Unlessyou think she can? t learn.?

? Shecan!? Drust shouts. ? She has potential. | can fed it.?

? Then hitting her won? t help, will it?? Fachnasayscadmly. ? My master dways said you couldn? t
beat askill out of somebody. They had to learn in their own way and time. If you rushed them, you only
delayed them. Y ou had to be firm but not cruel. Crudty isabarrier, and barriers dow people down.?

? My masters beat me unconscious whenever | made amistake,? Drust says, and he soundslike a bitter
child.

? Did you learn anything while you were knocked out?? Fiachnaasks.
Drust startsto roar aretort, then stops and frowns.

? Hard to learn when you? re dead to the world,? Fiachna says, nodding dowly. Then heturnsand
dartswaking again.

Drugt looks at me and catches my amile. He scowls. ? | don? t like being spoken down to by asmith,?
he huffs, and my smilefades. Then hisexpresson mellows. ? But only afool ignores good advice Smply
because it comes from an unlikely source. Very well, Bec MacConn. We? vetried it my way. Now we?
Il try it FHachna? s. No more beatings for afew days. If you improve, well and good. If not . ..? Hegrins



tigntly. ? 1?1l have to whip you al the harder! ?
| gulp, torn between the relief of the present and the thregt of the future. Then | take a breath, relax, and

gart again, drawing in power from the sky, chanting the words of the spell, focusing on the stone, willing
ittorise.

An Uninvited Guest

ANOTHER night in the open. No trees, so we seep in afield littered with rocks.

It? sbheen aday of disappointment on the magic front. Drust stopped hitting me but that? sall that
changed. | can? t get the hang of thisnew magic. I1t? stoo different. | wish Drust would focus on natura
magic and help meimprovethat way. | learned alot from Banbabut my powers have grown rusty. |
think we should work on the type of magic | grew up with.

But Drugt isfirm. He says he can? t teach me the way a priestesswould, since he doesn? t work that
way. And even if he could, hewouldn? t.

? You? re no good to me the way you were! ? he sngpswhen | question the need to learn new spells. ?
| need more! ?

But what for? Why does he need me? What? s he grooming meto do?

* % %

Seeping deeply. Dreaming of happier days? Banbaalive, no demons, safe. Enjoying the dream, but
midway through an inner voice whispers, ? Wake up.? Connla? sbeen guarding usfor thelast few
hours. Now it? smy turn to go on watch.

I? m excdlent a waking mysdf. | never need to be caled. It was one of the first spells Banbataught me.
A priestess has to be able to control her dreams. Otherwise she can cause chaos while asleep.

I? m lying on my back, next to Orna, cloak drawn across my body and over my heed. | turn dightly,
careful not to break Drust? smasking spdll. | ook acrossto where Connlais. And see ademon.

For asecond | think | ? m still dreaming, because the demon doesn? t appear to be attacking Connla. It?
s crouched beside him, bent over, head closeto his, asthough talking. And when | prick my ears| can
hear it whispering.

A drop of rain hits me square between the eyes. | blink? then snap out of my stupor. Leaping to my feet,
| roar a the top of my voice, ? Demons! ?

Everyone comesdivein an ingtant, on their feet, weapons in hands. Ronan notches an arrow to his bow,
takesam, and... stops asthe demon turnsto look at him. | see Ronan? sfingers quiver, hisface twitch,
his eyes narrow. He wants to unleash the arrow but he can? t. The demon? scontrolling him.

Lorcan attacks, sword and axe a blur, screaming a challenge. The demon pointswith alumpy, palered
hand. And Lorcan stopstoo, not frozen in place exactly but hovering beyond striking distance of the
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demon, unable to advance.
Goll and Ornaare about to legp forward when Drust shouts, ? No! Leave him! ?

Thedruid is gtting up. His hands are joined. Hislips are moving quickly, gaze fixed on the demon. He
looks more purposeful than frightened.

Nobody moves. All eyes are pinned on the demon and the druid. Now that my sight has adjusted and
there? stimeto observe, | get aclear view of the mongter. 1t? stal, with eight arms, roughly shaped
hands, dangling strips of flesh instead of legs and feet. Hovering in the air, not touching the ground. Pae
red skin, flecked with blood. At first | think it? s Connla? sblood? 1? msurehe? sdead? but then |
notice scores of cracksin the demon? sskin, from which blood oozes, giving the lumpy flesh its unhedthy
crimson tinge. No hair. Its eyes are dark red, with ablack circle at the center of each globe. No nose,
just two gaping cavitiesin the middle of itsface. No heart either? just aholein its chest filled with
ed-like creatures, which dither over and under one another, hissing and spitting.

The demon cocksits head and smiles sadly at Drust. ? Y ou are powerful, druid. Thegirl too, if she could
only learn what you teach her.?

Complete shock. |1 ? ve never heard a demon speak like this, in words of our own. It? he ? has adeep,
sorrowful voice. Not entirely human, but the words are clearly formed. A demon who can spesk asa
human must aso be able to think asahuman. Drust? sprediction? and our worst fear? has been
confirmed.

Then the meaning of hiswords hits home. He knows Drust has been trying to teach me. He knows|1? ve
been failing. That means he can either read mindsor...

? He? sbeenfollowingud ? | shriek, taking a step towards the heartless creature.

? Bec!? Drust hisses. ? Don? t get involved! ?

? But? ?

? Such sadness,? the demon murmurs. ? So much pain. A quest doomed to fall. Thisland overrun by
demons. Everybody killed. And dl your fault, Little One. Y our people will die because you failed them.
Imaginethe humiliation and guilt.?

| tremble, not wanting to believe him. But he sounds so sure of himself, so certain thisiswheat the future
holds. There? spity in hisvoice. | get the feding he wantsto comfort me. As1? mthinking this, the
demon extends two arms and nods encouragingly. ? Cometo me,? hewhispers. ? Seek solaceinthe
embrace of loving Lord Loss.?

| move closer to him, gripped by his power and the promise of comfort. The demon? Lord Loss?
smilesand nods again. Thisisn? t right. He? s making me do his bidding and nothing good can come of
that. But | can? t resist. I? mfilled with asense of grief and only Lord Loss seems ableto help.

Then Drust ishy my side, talking quickly. ? Use magic. Thisdemon is of the Otherworld, of the stars. He
generates power. Takeit. Useit. Fight.?

My body continues forward as though Drust hadn? t spoken. But my mind? sinawhirl. 1? |l dieif |



comewithin the demon? sreach. He? Il suck dl the life from me and toss me aside, or keep meon asa
member of the undead. | try usng Old magic spdlsto fight him but | can? t move my lipsto utter the
words.

Drug? swarning echoes. The demonis of the stars. He generates power. | recall my recent lessons, the
spells Drugt tried to teach me, how he encouraged me to draw from the stars, to channel magic froma
celestid source,

With my mind, heart, and spirit, | reach out to Lord Loss. | fed his power, hismagic. And | draw fromiit.
| ripit from him sharply, fiercely, filling withit, hair shooting up straight, eyeswidening, aamsflying out
wide.

The demon gasps and rises afew feet higher off the ground. | float too, supported by magic, drawing my
power from the sky instead of the earth, becoming part of theworld of theair.

| turn my hands palms down. Two large stones rise from the ground, ripping free, dripping soil and
pebbles, floating upward. They stop short of my hands, which | dide behind the stones. | look from hand
to hand, stoneto stone. Then at Lord Loss. | smile? and push. The stones zip towards him.

The demon? sarms shoot out and the stones explode into clouds of dust and tiny brittle shards.
Everybody ducksto avoid being pierced. Except me and Lord Loss. We remain motionless, supported
by the air and magic, staring at each other.

Some of the stone splinters strike the demon? s cheeks and open fresh, deep cuts. He doesn? t look
angry or surprised. Just sad.

? Such potentid,? the demon sighs. ? What awaste. To die so young, when you could achieve so
much...?

? Begone! ? Drudt roars, getting to hisfeet, linking hisright hand with my left. | fill with even more power
than before. | fed like | could reach up and quench the starsthemsalves. ? Go or fight! ? Drust shouts.

? FHght?? the demon chuckles. ? | could destroy you both without even nearing my limits.? One hand
gartsto point a us. Then stops. The demon lowershisarms. ? But where would be the sport in that??
he murmurs. And then he turns smoothly and drifts away into the darkness of the night.

Just when | think he? s gone, there comes acall from the shadows. ? Y ou stole from me, Bec. Y ou took
magic that was not yours. Pain will come of that. And great sorrow. And desth.? A teasing pause, then
he adds, ? It starts tomorrow.?

Then heredly isgone, leaving behind silence, confusion . . . and terror.

* % %

Connla? sdive. He riseswhen the demon leaves. Pde and shivering. He says he was adeep until my
shout, that he couldn? t move when he woke, held in place by magic. Drust checksto seeif the demon
has fed from him but can find no marks on thewarrior? sflesh.

I? m not interested in Connla.or why Lord Losswaswhispering to himin hisdeep ingtead of killing him. |
havetime only for magic. | ? ve never fdt this powerful or so dive. The world looks and feds completely



different. | can see asif it? sday. The sarsare brighter than afull moon, shining through the cover of the
clouds, pulsing, multicolored. And they? re connected! | couldn? t seeit until tonight but now it? s
obvious. The sky? slike agiant system of roots, each star linked. The lines between the stars are veins of
magical power. The sky isdive. | can draw magic from it, just as Banbataught meto draw from atree
or astag.

| reach out with my mind and suck in power. | want it al, the whole of the sky, every bit of magic it has
to offer. | can be agoddess, capable of changing the world with aclick of my fingers. | can...

? No,? Drust says softly. I look down and see that his hands are on either sde of my shoulders but not
touching me. Hiseyes are as dark asthe sky ishright. ? Y ou must stop.?

? Why?? | whisper, continuing to draw strength from the sars.

? Youwon? t be able to contain so much power. Y our body will unraved. You? Il die.?

? | can hold it together,? 1 Sgh. ? With thismuch magic | can do anything.?

? No,? hesaysfirmly. ? It will destroy you.?

| don? t want to believe him. | don? t want to stop. But | can seethetruth in hisexpression. He? snot a

jedous teacher intent on holding me back? he? saworried aly trying to save me. Reluctantly | pull back
and cut off the seductive flow of power from the stars. The world dims around me. | become human

agan.
Drugt? shands close on my shoulders and he squeezeswarmly. ? You did wel,? he says.

?1didit,? | reply, hardly ableto believeit now that the moment has passed. ? | made the magic work.
Your magic.?

?Yes.? Hedoesn? t let go. Helookstroubled. ? I? ve never seen someone make the legp from novice
to adept so swiftly. The demon said you stole magic from him. The power that involved...?

? 1 didn? t meanto sted,? | say quietly. ? Isit abad thing??

Drugt shakes his head and smilesthinly. ? No. Just unexpected.? Hereleasesme. ? Now, let? sget
everybody settled down and restore the masking spells. There may be other demons nearby who might
not be sowilling to retreat as Lord Loss.?

? Do you know what hewas?? | ask. ? Why he could speak? What he meant about desth and sorrow
coming tomorrow??

? Wewill talk about him shortly,? Drust says. ? First the spells. Y ou can help me cast them thistime.
Listen carefully, then copy what | do.? And he showsme. And | try it. And it works. Easy.

* % %

? Lord Lossisone of the more powerful Demonata,? Drust says. We? redl lying closetogether. It? s
late in the night but nobody can deep, not after what we? ve so recently witnessed. ? He? sademon
madter.?



? You sad they couldn? t comethrough yet,? Fiachnanotes.

Drust nods thoughtfully. ? When the first demon master forcesitsway through the tunnel, it will widen.
Therewill be aflood of demons more powerful than those who roam the land now, eager to get in on the
killing whilethere are humansleft to kill. They? || be savage, unformed, monstrous. We? Il know when
they are here? the screamsof thedying will fill the air.

? 1 don? t think Lord Loss came through the tunnel, or that he crossed anytime recently. He could speak
our language. Even the powerful demon masters cannot do that without much practice. | believe he has
been here for many years, walking among us.?

? How?? Ornagasps. ? The demonsonly started coming last year.?

? No,? Drugt says. ? Some came before that. There are ways for humans to summon them. They can
never stay for long. They usudly kill recklessly, then dip back to their own foul realm. But this one seems
a homehere. . ..? Hefdlsslent, then says, ? Much of our knowledge of the Demonata comes from the
Old Creatures. They waked the land once. Thiswastheir world. They ingtructed the early druids, told
them about demons, taught them how to fight. But they did not teach us all that they knew. Perhapsthey
couldn? t, since they were gods and we were only humans.

? Asfar as| was aware, demons could not roam thisworld freely unlessatunnel was open. That iswhat
the Old Creatures taught us, and we have seen evidence of that in the many centuries since they withdrew

from our company. But | see now that there are exceptionsto that rule. Lord Loss must be one of them.
?

? Areyou sure hewas ademon?? Goll asks. ? Helooked more like aFomorii to me, judging by the old
legends.?

? Hewas definitely aDemonata,? Drust says. ? But heisdifferent from most. The mgority reve in
bloodshed. The masters are like the weaker demonsthat you? ve seen? crude and wild, interested only
in daughter. Lord Loss appears to be more cultured. Crud rather than brute. He could have killed us but
hedidn? t. Instead he spoke of sport and future suffering. He? ?

? Thestones! ? | blurt out. 1? d been thinking about him trailing us by day, moving among usat night,
when animage clicked into place. ? | saw him at thering! ? When the otherslook blank, | tell them
about the demon | saw when we were trapped within the circle of magica stones. ? There was onewho
didn? t pay attention to Bran when he was running around and dancing. He was by himsdlf, floating in the
air, watching the rest of us. It was Lord Loss. He? sbeen following ussncethen.?

? Butwhy?? Ornaasks.
? Soort,? Drust replies, face dark with worry. ? | think thisdemon isasvicious as any of the others, but
he feasts on the agony of humansinstead of their blood. Sorrow excites him. He must have sensed the

promise of pain when he saw you and has been following ever since, waiting for the misery to start.?

? Thenit will bealongwait! ? Goall huffs. ? | won? t be played by ademon. Now that we know he? s
here, we can fight him.?

? Maybe,? Drust saysgloomily, but hiseyesare dark and | can see the embers of fear in them.



Children of The Dark

WE march at the same pace as before, but anxioudy now, aware of the demon? swarning that death
would strike today. We? re tense, prone to snap at the dightest irritation. When Connlamakesasmple
insult about Goll ? sblind eyelate in the morning, Goll responds by criticizing Connlafor faling adeep
while on watch. The pair dmost come to blows and have to be separated by the rest of us.

Ronan and Lorcan are the cdmest. The brothers havelittle fear of death. Thisisjust part of the big
adventurefor them. | think they? re haf-hoping we are attacked, so they can kill more demons.

My lessons continue throughout the day. | was afraid the magic would desert me when the sun rose, that
| wouldn? t be able to draw upon the power of the stars. But Drust teaches me to ignore the state of the
sky and draw from it regardless of whether it? sday or night.

? The stars hide but are dwaysthere,? he says. ? We? re weaker in the day but not aswesk as
demons. Most of them can? t draw from the stars at al while the sun shines, but we can.?

Since | made the breakthrough, 1? ve come on like achild who? staken her first step and is now
toddling everywhere at high speed. | find it easy to move objects? stones, branches, even Bran. | make
him risswhilewe? reresting, move him afew dridesin theair, and set him down without him even
noticing. That tiresme but it doesn? t exhaust me and | recover quickly.

Drust says|? m one of the strongest a doing thisthat he? sever seen. | ask if there? salimittowhat |
can lift and move. He saysthere are dways limits but he has no ideawhat mine might be. | suggest trying
to uproot atree but he saysit? stoo soon for so ambitious atest.

I? m not as accomplished in other areas. | learn how to create fire and hold it in my hands, either asa
torch or to use asaweapon. But my flames are pitiful flickerings, nothing like Drust? s solid columns, and

they sngemy fingers.

| develop protective spells, like the one we use to mask oursaves at night. But these are more
complicated, designed to shield me from physica assault. If they work correctly, ademon won? t be able
to harm me with its claws or teeth, only with magic.

There are spellsto protect me from magic too, but they? re even harder to learn. | make asmal amount
of headway with both sets of spells. Drust is pleased with my progress, but it? stough work and leaves
me fedling drained and grumpy.

? What about spells of attack?? | ask in the afternoon, thinking of the night ahead, worrying about the
dangerswe? Il face.

? Surviva isour only concernright now,? Drust says, then looks around. We? re not close to any of the
others, except Bran, who walks behind me like afaithful hound. Drust lowershisvoice. ? Y ou must think
only of your own well-being if we? re attacked. Don? t put yoursdlf in danger, even to save another. |
need you, Bec. Y our people need you too. Don? t waste your life trying to save someonewho isn? t
important.?
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? You don? t want metofight?? | ask archly. ? Y ou want meto stand by and let my friends die??
? If you haveto,? hesays.
? 1 can? t. | won? t. Not unlessyou tell me what you want mefor.?

Drugt shrugs. ? I? m offering you good advice. Ignoreit if you wish. Now, let? swork on adifferent type
of pdll. Thisone givesyou the appearance of agiant. It will frighten off certain demons.?

And he says no more about why |17 m so important to him or why he wantsto keep me divewhen he? s
happy to stand by and accept the daughter of everybody ese.

* * %

L essons cease a couple of hours before sunset, to give me and Drust time to recharge and prepare for
any baitleswe might find oursalvesinvolved in. | spend the time until dark wondering what Lord Losswill
throw at us. Hordes of demons? An army of the undead? Maybethey? Il burrow at us from beneath the
earth or drop on usfrom the sky. How powerful isthe demon master? Drust doesn? t know. There? s
no way of tdling, not until we? ve studied the heartless beast in action.

The others are nervous too, even Ronan and Lorcan now that night isalmost upon us. They? re not
afraid of death but of being taken by surprise and dying in disgrace. Oddly enough, Connlaseemsthe
most assured. He was edgy earlier but now walks cockily, urging us on, teling us not to worry. He? s
acting like aking, whichisn? t unusud, but he? sdoing it in the face of danger, which isstrange. Maybe
he? sfindly growing into the leader hisfather dwayswanted him to be.

Half an hour before sunsat, Drust halts on top of ahill and says, ? Here.?

Goall looks around. ? Are you sure? We can be seen from dl directions.?

? If Lord Loss plansto guide demonsto us, he? |l find us no matter wherewe are,? Drust responds. ?
At least up here we can see them coming. And the exposure is good for Bec and me. We can draw
grength from the Sars easier at thisheight.?

Asthe others make camp | ask Drust if that wastrue or if hewasjust saying it to give Goll confidence. ?
It? strue,? hesays. ? High placeswith no treesareided for magicians who absorb power from the
heavens.?

? But won? t this place favor the demonstoo?? | ask.

Drugt shrugs. ? Best not to think about that.?

When everyone? sready, Drust and | cast masking spells. The spellswon? t count for much if Lord Loss
reveas our position to other demons, but they ? |l protect usif strayswander by.

* % %

Time passes. It rains heavily, then eases, though the sky remains clogged with clouds. Nobody speaks. |
redlize after afew hours how hungry | am. We were so concerned with finding a good spot for the night
that we never thought to hunt or pick berries. Oh well, too late now. | ? |l just haveto wait for morning?



and hope 1? m not eaten before then.

* % %

Midnight. Y ou can alwaystell, even when the moon and stars are blocked out. | want nothing more than
to curl up and deep. It? sbeen along day, coming on the back of a deepless night. Hunger addsto my
tiredness. But | dare not shut my eyes. There? sno telling how swift the demonswill beif? when? they
attack. Seconds of grogginess could spell the difference between life and death.

* * %

Later. A few hours shy of dawn. | ? ve been dozing, despite my desire to remain awake. Halfway
between the worlds of dreams and flesh. A dangerous state, open to the threat of both realms. Banba
awaystold meto deep or stay awake, never hover betwixt the two.

A cry inthe darkness jolts me out of my half-deep. It soundslike achild but it can? t be? we passed no
villages earlier, and no child would dare wander the world by night, not in these troubled times.

| look around. Everyone? sawake. All eyes are focused on the spot from where the sound came. Ronan
? sbow isamed, an arrow ready to fly at itstarget the moment he sights one.

? Don? t move,? Drust whispers, just loud enough for dl to hear. ? The spdlsare il intact. Thismight
be nothing to do with? ?

? Motherrrrrr...? comesacry, clearer thistime. A girl? svoice. Full of painand grief.

? Help us... motherrrr...? A different voice, thistime aboy.

? So cold... motherrrr...? A third child, al'so aboy. He sounds younger than the other two.
? What isthat?? Lorcan asks, nervoudy tugging a hisearrings.

?1? mnotsure,? Drust answers. ? Only demon masters can mimic human voices. And the undead don
? t retain the power of speech. Perhaps Lord Lossis manipulating alesser demon.?

? Motherrrr... hold ussssssss...? Thegirl again. Her voice sends shivers down the back of my neck. |
want to run to her and wrap my arms around her, even knowing she can? t be human. She sounds young,
scared, lost.

? 1 don? tlikethis,? Goll mutters, hiseye darting left and right, trying to pick out figuresin the darkness.
? They might bered children,? Fiachnasays. ? The demon could be usng them to trap us.?

? No,? Ornasays, and there? satrembleto her voice. ? They...l...?

? Motherrrr!? the elder boy cries, asif in responseto Orna? svoice.

Ornastands. ? No!? Drust barks, but she ignores him and takes a step forward, hands clasped over her
breasts, face torn between terror and delight.



Something movesin the shadows. Three shapes advance. Drust curses, then createsabal of fire and
sendsit floating down the hill to illuminate the creatures. Three children are reveded, sumbling forward.
Undead. Their bodies are in good condition, most of the limbs are attached, the flesh isn? t ripped to
pieces, heads on necks. But they? re definitey not living children. They move duggishly and oneboy? s
missing an eye, the other both its ears, the girl some fingers.

? My children,? Ornacroaks, and dthough | was cold with fear already, now | turntoice.

Ornatakes a second step down the hill.

? 0rna ? Goall hisses. ? Stop! They? re not your children! 1t? satrick! ?

? But they are,? Ornasays. Tears are flowing down her cheeks, awarrior no longer, al woman now?
al mother.

? 1t? saglamour,? Drust says softly. ? They? re probably the bodies of other children disguised to look
likeyours.?

? No,? Ornasays. ? 1?7 d know my young loves anywhere.?

? Cold... motherrrr...? the youngest boy moans.

? Lonely... motherrrr...? thegirl walls

Ornatakesathird step.

? They? Il kill you,? Fiachnasays. He gets up, bresking his masking spell. Moves towards her, hands
outspread. ? If you go to them, they? |l daughter you, like the demons daughtered them. It doesn? t
metter if they were your children. They? rethe Demonata? snow. They? re Lord Loss? s.? He shouts,
scaring usdl, ? You? re out there, aren? t you, demon lord? Watching thisand grinning, aye??

No answer, except more cries from the undead children.

Fiachna closes on Ornaand reachesfor her, to lead her back to safety. Before hisfingers touch her, she
leaps away from him and draws aknife. ? Stay back! ? she snarls. Fiachnablinks and lowers his hands.
Ornalooks at the smith pitifully. ? They? remy children,? shewhimpers. ? | can? tleavethem. They? re
cdlingme?

? Motherrrr!? dl threewall at the sametime.

? Thisismadness,? Goll says, sepping up beside Fiachna. Orna points her knife at him. Goll glares at
her with disgust? but with sympathy too. ? Put your weapon away and cometo us. You? |l seethefolly
of thisinthemorning.?

? Butthey? remy? ?

? No!? Gall shouts. ? They? re nothing except waking lumps of rotting flesh! Look at them, woman!
Look with your eyes and brain, not your heart. Y our children are dead. Accept that. Let thisvision pass.
?



? But what if... maybethey could . . .? Orna? sshouldersdump. Tearsfal morefredy. Fiachnamoves
towards her again. Goll stops him and shakes hishead? wait.

? Canwelift the gpdl?? | ask Drust. ? Remove the glamour so she can seethem asthey redly are??

? No,? Drust saysshortly. ? She? sseeing with her heart now, not her eyes. No magic | know can
combat a self-powered spdll like that.?

? | could shoot one of them with an arrow,? Ronan says, squinting as he takes careful am.
Ornagrowlslikeawild anima. ? You? |l die on that spot if you do! ?

? Let her go.? Connlalaughscrudly. ? If she? s so desperate to mother demons, who are we to stop
her??

? Bricriu!? Gall roars, thefoul cursefor ameddler. Connlaonly smiles.

? Please, Orna,? | mutter, trying another approach. ? | need you. You? relikeamother tome. Let me
be your daughter. | couldn? t bear it if you left.?

Orna? s eyes often and she amiles. ? You? reagood girl, Bec. And | love you, dmost as much as|
loved... love my littlelost ones.? She shakes her head ever so dightly. ? But you? re not mine. They are.
Andthey? recdlingme.?

? But? ?

| get no further. In an instant, taking usal by surprise, shelegps away and isracing down the hill towards
the three undead children, who raise their arms and croon with ddlight.

Fachna garts after her but Gall tripshim. Asherisesangrily, turning on Goll, the old warrior sticks his
hands out, palms upward, the sign for peace, then says softly, ? Machahelp her.?

The fury fades from Fiachna and he turnsto watch, along with therest of us. ? Y ou should have let me
go,? hemurmurs. ? | might have caught her.?

? No,? Goll replies. ? She was too far ahead and too desperate.?

Ornareaches the children and stops. | expect them to attack but they just stand there, staring at her,
arms out-stretched, waiting for her to hug them. For amoment | wonder if we were mistaken, if these
are her children and mean her no harm. But then Drust nudges me and pointsto theright, farther down
the hill. I spot the outline of Lord Loss, inhuman eyesfixed on the woman and children, wicked smile
visbleeven from here.

Ronan fires an arrow at the demon master, then another, but both stop short of their target, as though
they? d struck an invisblewall. Lord Loss doesn? t even glancein our direction.

Ornakneds, extends her arms, and draws the children in close. | seetheir faces, dight with evil glee. The
eldest boy gently, lovingly brushesthe soft flesh of her neck? then sinks histeeth into it. Orna stiffens but
doesn? t cry out. The girl latches on to the warrior? s upper arm, chewing at it like adog with abone.
The youngest boy? s head sinks beneath Orna? s shoulders. Herips her tunic open. | can? t seefrom



here, but | know he? ssuckling, drawing blood instead of milk.

Orna? sarmstighten around the children, hugging them closer. She hums atune women sing to send their
young to deep. | gasp with horror when | hear that and turn away from the awful sight of the undead
boys and girl feasting on theliving flesh of their mother.

Fachna squats beside me and grabs metight, letting me bury my facein hischest. ? There, there, Little
One,? hecoos. ? She? shappy. She thinks she? sback with her children. We should all be lucky to die
owillingly.?

? Butthey? renot! ? | cry. ? They? renot her? ?

? 1 know,? hewhispers, stroking the back of my head. ? But shethinksthey are. That? sdl that
meatters.?

Although 1? ve turned my back on the carnage, | can? t block out the sounds of ripping flesh and the
occasiona painful hissfrom Ornaor moan of satisfaction from the un-dead beasts. Even when | cover
my earswith my hands, | hear them, or imagine | do.

After awhile the othersturn away from the sickening sight, one by one, ashen-faced, eyesfilled with
regret, somachsturning. Even cruel Connla, who gave up on her before anybody ese.

The only onewho doesn? t turn away is Bran. The boy remains sitting where he awvoke, watching
dlently, heed tilted to one sde, frowning curioudy, asif he? snot entirely surewhat? shappeningandis
waiting to seeif thisisagame with an unexpected, amusing finae.

Eventudly, Sncel can? t bear it, | wak over, turn him around, and Sit beside him. | lean againgt the
smple boy and keep him facing away from Orna, dlowing her the humble dignity of dying in private.

Family

WE leavefirst thing in the morning, pausing only for Drust to set Orna? s remains aflame o she can? t
return to life as one of the undead. Often demons take the bodies of ther victimswith them. | think Lord
L oss made the children leave Orna so her bones and last few scraps of flesh could further unnerve us.

We marchin silence, al thoughts on Ornaand how she went willingly to her monstrous deeth. Is her spirit
with her children now in the Otherworld, or isit doomed to wander thisland for al time, lost and
damned?

Even Drust is somber, leaving the lessonsfor later, proof that in spite of his stern gppearance, hetoo is
human, with the same emotions asthe rest of us.

* % %

The ground has been getting rockier the farther west we proceed. Fewer trees, no fields of crops, not
many animals, no raths or crannogs. But peoplelive here, or did a onetime, since there are remains of
many dolmens and wedge tombs. Most of the dolmens have been knocked over, the stones scattered,
the bones they housed burned to ash. And the seals of the wedge tombs have been broken, either by
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demons or humans. If we were to go into the tombs, we? d find charred ash or the deeping undead. |
don? t think any of the dead in thisland lie whole and in peace anymore,

* % %

In the afternoon we come to asmall village of beehive-shaped stone huts. 1t? san old settlement, with
only acrumbling short wall surrounding the perimeter. The hutsarein poor condition, somefaleninon
themsalves. At firgt | think it? saghost village, dl the people dead or fled. But then | spot smoke coming
from afew of the huts and hear awoman shouting a a child. Welook around at each other, surprised to
find lifein such ahodtile, vulnerable environment.

? Humans or demons?? Fiachnaasks.

?1? mnot sure.? Drug sniffstheair. ? There? sascent of something inhuman, but . . .? Hesmdlsthe
ar again, eyesnarrow dits. ? There are humanstoo. Peculiar.?

? Should we avoid it?? Goll asks.

Drugt thinks awhile, then shakes hishead. ? We need to rest. We? ve had little deep recently. We must
seek shelter.?

? But if therearedemons. . .? Goll mutters.

Drust glances up at the sky. ? It? salong time until sunset. We should be safe. And 12 m curious. | want
to know what these people are doing here? and how they? ve avoided being butchered by the
Demonata. ?

* * *

There? sanarrow gateway into the village but we climb over thewal in case the entrance is set with
traps. There are animals within, scraggly sheep and goats. They scatter when they see us, bleating loudly.

A boy gticks hishead out of a hut, adingshot in one hand. He startsto shout? hethinks some anima has
entered the village and scared the sheep and goats. Then he sees us and his shout changes from one of
anger to one of darm. ? Srangers! ?

Within seconds two men, three women, and three children? two girlsand the boy? arein front of the
huts, spears and crude swords in hand, facing us. We hold our ground, weapons raised defensively. Then
Goll givesthe order for usto lower our ams. He steps forward, right hand held palm up, and shouts a

gresting.

One of the men meets Gall hafway, face creased with suspicion, eyeing us beadily. The pair have a
quick, hushed conversation. At the end, Goll turns and nods us forward, while the man returnsto his
place among the others.

Whenwe? redl together, Goll makes our introductions. The man who met him then tdlsusthey? rethe
MacGrigor. Hisnameis Torin. The other man? s Ert. The women are Aideen, Dara, and Fand. We aren
? t told the names of the children.

? They? reonaquest,? Torin says. He? sashort, muscular man, dark-skinned. ? They want to stop



the demons.?
Oneof thewomen? Fand? laughs. ? Just the eight of them??
? Oneisadl it takes,? Drust responds.

? Wedon? t have much respect for druids here,? Ert says, spitting into thedirt a Drust? sfeet. ? Your
kind aren? t as powerful asyou pretend to be. We had dealings with your |ot before and they failed us.?

? Failed you in what way?? Drust askswith cold politeness.
? We? |l tak of that later,? Torin says, frowning at Ert. ? For now you? re welcome. Wewon? tturn
you away. However, we can? t feed you, S0 if you want to eat, you? Il haveto hunt.? He squintsat the

sun. ? | wouldn? t wait too long.?

Thewoman called Aideen pointsto apair of huts near thewall, both in poor condition. ? Y ou can stay
there,? shesays. ? You? Il be safeif you don? t wander.?

? We? Il cdl for you later,? thethirdwoman? Dara? adds.
? Thank you,? | mutter when the men don? t respond.

? Our pleasure,? Aideen replies. She startsto turn away, then stops and stares at me. ? Girl,? she
commands, ? come here.?

| step forward cautioudy. Aideen reachesfor me sharply and | draw back from her cracked nails,
readying myself to bark a spell. She spreads her fingers to show she means no harm, then smiles
crookedly. | stand still while she cups my chin and tilts my head back.

? What isit?? Torin asks.

? Her face. . .? Aideen murmurs, turning my chin towards Torin.

Themanfrowns. ? Shelookslike... but shecan?t. .. Girl! What? syour name? Where are you from??
? Bec,? | tel him. ? 1? m from the rath of the MacConn.?

? Areyou of them?? Torin asks. ? Isyour mother of the clan??

? My mother? sdead,? | answer softly. ? Nobody knows who she was or where she came from. She
died not long after | wasborn.?

? Aednat? schild!? Aideen gasps, her fingerstightening on my chin. ? Shemust bel ? | tingle with shock
when she saysthat. The face of my mother forms quickly in my mind, and for thefirst timeever | havea
nameto gowithit.

? You knew my mother! ? | cry.

? Shewasmy dgter,? Aideen croaks.



? Thenthisiswherel? m from? Thiswas where my mother lived?? When Aideen nods wonderingly, my
head spinsand my heart legps. ? Why did sheleave?? | yel. ? What happened? Who was my father? |s
hedill dive? Doyou? ?

? Enough!? Torin interrupts. He? sglaring at me? the newsthat | ? m of his people hasn? t pleased
him. ? We must think on this. We? |l talk about it tonight.?

Then he heads back insde the large stone hut, waving at the othersto follow, leaving usto Stare a one
another uncertainly and make our way to the smaller hutsto set up camp for the night.

* % %

My head? sdill spinning. 1? d almost forgotten about the spirit of my mother beckoning me west, and the
notion that maybe she wanted to help me unlock the secrets of my past. Insde | never redly believed | ?
d discover the truth about my family? it wasachildish dream. Yet herel am, in the most unlikely of
places, suddenly confronted with her name and the promise of my history.

Aednat. Assoon asAideen saidit | knew it was my mother. Maybeit? sthe magic that makes me sure,
but I think I would have known even if it had happened before my new power blossomed. But her name
isdl | know. Who was she? Why did she live in this wilderness with the others? And why leave her
family to bear mein londiness and die so far from home?

| want to ask the questions now, find out the answersimmediately. | want to rush to the large hut and
demand the truth from Aideen and Torin. But thisistheir home, meager asit is, and it would be
disrespectful to speak out of turn. If their wish isfor meto wait, then wait | must? no matter how
frugrating thet is.

* * *

Ronan and Lorcan hunt for food in the hours before sunset. Gameis scarce in this rocky wilderness but
the twins return with two hares, acrow, and afox cub. Fiachna, Bran, and | pick berries and wild roots
whilethey? re gone. It makesfor afine medl. There? seven someleft over, which we offer to Fand
when she comes to fetch us shortly after sunset.

? We have our ownfood,? shesayscurtly.

Aswe? rewaking to thelargest building, there? saferocious howl from one of the hutsin poor repair.
Thewarriorsin our group draw their wegponsimmediately but Fand waves away their concerns. ? It? s
nothing,? she says.

? That wasademon,? Goll growls, not lowering his sword.
? No,? Fand says. ? It was my brother.?

We stare a her with disbelief. She sighs, then strides towards the hut where the howl came from. We
follow cautioudy. At the entrance, Fand crouches and points within. We bend down beside her. Dim
evening light shines through holesin the roof. In the weak glow we see an anima tied by a short length of
ropeto arock inthe middle of the hut. 1t? s human-shaped but covered in long, thick hair, with claws
and dark yellow eyes. It snarlswhen it sees us and triesto attack, but is held back by the rope.



? That? syour brother?? Goll asks suspicioudy.
? Hisnameis? was? Fintan,? Fand says.

? What happened to him?? | ask, staring uncomfortably at the yellow eyes. Disfigured asthey are, they
look disturbingly Smilar to mine. ? Is he undead??

? No.? Fand stands. ? We? Il tell youinthemain hut. Come.? When we hesitate, she manages athin
amile ? Don? t worry. You? re safe here. Fintan and the others are tied up tight. ?

? Thereare more like this?? Ronan says.
? Four.? Fand pauses and her expression darkens. ? For now.?

She goesto the largest hut and ducksinside. One last glance at the creature chained to the rock ? it
looks like a cross between awolf and aman? then we follow, gripping our wegponstight, watching the
shadows for any sign of other, unchained beasts.

* % %

It? scrowded insde the hut, with al five adults, the three children we saw earlier, two younger kids?
onejust ababe? and us. The MacGrigor are poorly dressed? most of the children are naked? and
scrawny. Dirty hair, rough tattoos, cracked nails, bloodshot eyes.

? They? ve seen Fintan,? Fand sayswhen we? re seated, after afew seconds of uneasy silence.

? Good,? Toringrunts. ? That savessometime.? He collects histhoughts, glances at me, then telsus
their sorry te? my tae.

Severa generations ago their ancestors bred with the Fomorii. They thought the semi-demons were going
to conquer thisland and threw in their lot with them. When the Fomorii were defeated, the MacGrigor
were hunted down and executed astraitors. But some survived and went into hiding.

? Though if they? d known what was to come next, | think they? d have stayed and accepted degth,?
Torin sayshitterly.

Some of the children of the human Fomorii couplings were born deformed and demonic, and were
immediately put to death. But most were human in appearance. These lived and grew, and for many
yearsdl waswell.

? Then the changes began,? Torin sighs. ? When children came of acertain age? usualy on the cusp of
adulthood? some transformed. It dways happened around the time of afull moon. Their bodies twisted.
Hair sprouted. Their teeth lengthened into fangs, their nailsinto claws. The change developed and
worsened over three or four moons. By the end, they were wild, inhuman beasts, incapable of speech or
recognition. Killersif |eft to wander free.

? The affected children were dain, while the others grew and had children of their own. They thought
they were safe, that they? d survived the curse? but they were wrong. Some of the children of the
survivors changed too, and their grandchildren, and those who came after.



? It strikes at random,? Torin says. ? Sometimes four of five children of any generation will change,
sometimes only two. But dwaysafew. There? snever been ageneration where none of the children
turned.?

The family sought the help of priestesses and druidsin later years, when their treachery had been
forgotten and they werefreeto live among norma folk again. But no magician could lift the curse. So
they struggled on, moving from one place to another whenever their dark secret was discovered, living as
far away from other clans as possible, sometimeskilling their besstly young, other times? as here?
alowing themto live, in the hope they might one day change back or be cured by apowerful druid.

? 1t? sno sort of life,? Torin mutters, eyesdistant, ? waiting for our children to turn. Having to feed
those who? ve falen foul of the curse and ook upon them asthey are, remembering them asthey were. |
? drather kill the poor beasts, but . . .? He glances at Fand, who glowersat him.

? And Bec?? Fachnaasks, senang my impatience, spesking on my behdf. ? Her mother was of your
dan??

? If her mother was Aednat, aye,? Torin says. Helooks a me and again hisfaceisdark. ? Aednat had
gx children. All turned. When she fdl pregnant for the seventh time, years after she and her husband,
Struan, had agreed not to try again, Struan was furious. He couldn? t bear the thought of bringing another
child into theworld and rearing it, only to have to kill it when it fell prey to the ravages of the moon.

? Aednat argued to keep the child. She thought she might be lucky thistime, that the gods would never
curse her seventimesin arow. Shewas old, at an age when most women can no longer conceive. She
thought it was asign that this child was blessed, that it would be safe. Struan didn? t agree. Neither did
therest of us.?

? Somedid! ? Aideen interrupts bitterly, but says no more when Torin glares at her warningly.

? Wedecided to kill the child in thewomb,? Torin continues gruffly. ? That was Struan? swish and we
believed it wastheright thing to do. Struan took Aednet off into the wilds, to do the deed in private. But
none of us knew how much Aednat wanted the baby. She fought with Struan when they were aone.
Stabbed him. | don? t think she meant to kill him, but? ?

? My mother killed my fether?? | dmost scream.

? Aye,? Torin says, burning mewith hisstare. ? She probably only intended to wound him, but she cut

too deeply. He died and she fled. By the time we discovered his body, she wasfar away. Wefollowed

for atime, to avenge Struan? s murder, but lost her trail after acouple of days. We prayed for her death
when we returned. 1? m pleased to hear our prayers were answered.?

| rear mysdlf back to curse him for saying such amean thing, but Fiachna grabs my |eft arm and squeezes
hard, warning meto be slent.

? Of coursethe girl? snot our businessnow,? Torin saysheavily. ? She? sof your clan, not ours, sowe
can? ttel you what to do with her. But she? sacursed child, from aline of cursed children, and the
gpawn of akiller. She? sat the age when the moon usually works its wicked charms. If you let her live,
the chances are strong that she? Il change into abeast like Fintan. If you want my advice? ?

?Wedon?t,? Goll snaps.



? Asyouwish,? Torin concedes. ? But when the moon isfull, bewary of her.?

Hefdlsslent. |'? m panting hard, asif 17? d been running, thinking of the kind, weary face of my mother,
trying to picture her killing my father. Then| recal the boy-beast in the hut and imagine mysdlf in his
position. | wish now that the past had remained a secret!

? What about the demons?? Drust asks, maybe to change the subject to stop me brooding, or maybe
because he has no interest in my history or Torin? sgrim prediction. ? Don? t they ever atack??

? No,? Torinsays.
? Eventhough you? re poorly defended and they could butcher you anytime they pleased??

Torin shrugs. ? Therewere other familiesliving near here. They? d been forced out of their tuatha for
various reasons and settled in thiswasteland. The demonskilled them last year. We? ve seen the
mongters pass from time to time and they ? ve seen us. But they leave usaone.?

Drust nods. ? Thenitwasn? t aFomorii your ancestors bred with. It was a true demon. Some of the
Demonata fought a ongsde the Fomorii. Many demonsdon? t attack their own, especidly if thereare
pure humanstokill. You? re kin to them, so they spareyou? for now at least.?

? We? ve heard talk of the Demonata before,? Torin says. ? Other druids? those we went to for help?
gpoke of them. They told us the curse was demonic and that was why they couldn? t help.? Heleans
forward. ? | don? t suppose you know any way to...?? Heleavesthe question hanging.

Drust thinks about it awhile, then says, ? A demon master might be ableto lift the curse. But | know of
no human? druid, priestess, or any other? who has the power to remove such ablood stain.?

? Y ou mean the demons could cure us?? Fand says sharply.
? One of the more powerful masters, perhaps,? Drust says.
? Do you know where we can find one??

Drust startsto respond, to tell them about Lord Loss.

Then he stops and shakes his head. ? The demon masters have not broken through to thisworld yet.
When and if they do, they will be easy to locate. But | doubt if you will be able to convince them to help
? by naturethey are not inclined to be merciful.?

We stay taking awhile longer. | ask questions about my mother and father, what they were like, how
they spoke and lived. But Torin ignores my queries and spesks sharply whenever Aideen or Fand triesto
answer, changing the conversation. | consider using magic on him, to make him tel mewhat | want to
know, but Drust reads my thoughts and growlsin my ear, ? Thisisneither thetime nor place for magic.
Control yoursdlf.?

When the MacGrigor have told us some more of their sad history and how they eke out aliving here,
Drust speaks of our quest, of the tunnel that has opened between the demon world and this, and hisplan
to closeit. But he says nothing of how he hopesto pinpoint itslocation or why he? sleading usto the



western coast? the end of the world.

Whenit? stime to deep, we return to the two stone huts set aside for us and make ourselves
comfortable. 1t? sbeen both areveding and frustrating night for me? 1? velearned some of my history
but not dl. There? sso much more Torin and the others could tell me, but Torin hates my mother for
betraying the clan, killing her husband, and deserting them. And since she? sno longer herefor himto
hate, he hates mein her place. He? Il never tell me about her or alow the othersto.

Beforel lie down, | remember the conversation after the revelations about my past and ask Drust why he
didn? t tel Torin about Lord Loss. ? If they could find him, they might be able to persuade himto help,?

| note? figuring, if | could play apart in curing them of their curse, they? d surely tell me more about my
parents.

? Aye? Drust saysarchly. ? But dl we know about Lord Lossisthat he likesto follow us around. If we
told them that, they might try to hold us here, to use as bait.?

? But there are more of usthan them,? | point out. ? We? re stronger and better armed. You and | have
magica powers. They couldn? t force usto Stay.?

? Probably not,? Drust says. ? Butit? ssafer not to take the risk. Thisway, they have no need to delay
us and no conflict can come of it. TheMacGrigor? or their descendants? will haveto track down and
petition ademon master another time.?

So saying, herolls over and falls adeep, not even bothering to cast any masking spells, certain of our
safety herein this bitterly charmed village of the damned.

The Source

| spend afew tortured hours thinking about my parents, Aednat and Struan, and the tragedy that
separated them and brought me into the world. Torin called meacursed child and hewasright. |? m
doubly cursed. The curse of my clan and the curse of being akiller? sdaughter. Surdly, of dl the current
MacGrigor crop, | must be the mogt likely to turn into amonster.

| worry about it for hours, imagining what it would belike to lose control of my mind, fed my body
change, become abeast like the one | saw earlier. | thought death was the worst thing | had to fear, but
now | know better. With worrieslike these, | doubt | ? |l ever be able to deep again. But eventudly
tiredness overcomes even my gravest fearsand | drift off into afitful deep, onefilled with dreams of
wolf-girlsand dead children.

* % %

| awake late in the morning. The others are already up but most have only risen within the last hour, so|
don? t fed too guilty for degping in.

| expect them to treat me differently now that they know the truth of my background and the threet of
what | might become. But it quickly becomes clear that they think of me no differently than they did
yesterday. | suppose there? stoo much elseto worry about. After al, what? s one potentia half-demon
when judged againg the hordes of genuine, fully formed Demonatawe might yet have to face?
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Ronan and Lorcan have caught another hare, which Fiachnaroasts on a spit. Along with the leftovers
from the night before it provides uswith afilling medl to sart the day. Again we offer to shareit with the
MacGrigor, but again they refuse. They have too much prideto eat from another? sfire.

Whenwe? refinished, they point usin the easiest direction to the coast, then wave us off. Aideen looks
like she wants to wish mewel| but she dares not speak kindly to mein front of the glowering Torin. |
wish | could stay here and work on Torin, earn his respect and love. But even if hewasn? t so hogtileto
me, 1? m part of aquest, and although it? s shrouded in secrecy and 1?2 m deeply suspicious of Drugst? s
reasons for helping us, it would be wrong to quit now. Perhaps, if | survive, | can return and seek aplace
herein my truehome? evenif it? sonly so that they can chain me up with others of my kind if my body
gartsto change.

One of the wretched wolf-humansis howling madly aswe leave, asif it sensesakindred spiritand is
singing to the beast | might one day become.

| think about the MacGrigor? my family? aswe set off, wondering what will happen if wefail and the
Demonata overrun the land. Will these poor excuses for humansbe dl that remain of our people? Will
they aone be spared, kept alive because of their poisoned blood, the only human facesin aland of
twisted demons?

* % %

My lessons resume as we march. | practice the spellsthat Drust has dready taught me and learn some
new ones, like?

How to hold my bresth for ten minutes.
How to make my fingers so cold that anything | touch turnstoiice.
How to create an image of mysdf, to confuse ahuman or demonic foe.

How to sharpen arock using only magic, to fashion a crude knife or spearhead for those timeswhen
magic done might not be enough.

I? m amazed at how swiftly 1? m developing. Under Banbalit would sometimes take me aweek to
master anew spell. Now | ? m mastering somein minutes, amost before Drust hasfinished explaining
how they work. And athough they tire me, they don? t drain me and | recover rapidly.

Drust is surprised too. He kegps commenting on how fast | am, quicker to learn than anyone he? sever
taught, how degp my magic runs. At firg | think it? sflattery, designed to keep me happy and stop me
thinking about the MacGrigor. But asthe day wearson | redize he? sactudly worried about my

progress.

? What? swrong?? | snap asfor the twentieth time he mutters darkly about my skills. ? Aren? tyou
glad that 1? mlearning quickly??

? Of course,? Drust says. ? Any teacher would be pleased to pass on so much with such little effort. But
it? snot natural. Of course all magic isunnatural. We bend the laws of the universe to suit our needs.
Each student is different, learning in aunique way, developing unlike any other. But there are smilarities..



learning steps dl must climb... patternsthey share.

? Exceptyou.? Hiseyesare heavy. ? When we started out, you were like any student. Sow to learn,
stubborn to abandon your old ways, gradualy opening yourself up to anew world of magic. Now you?
re nothing like that. Y ou? ve changed in every imaginable way and | ? m not sure what to think of it.?

? 1t? snot that strange,? | mutter. ? Once | perfected my first spell, it was easy. | just had ahard time
Qgetting Sarted.?

?No,? Drust says. ? There? smoretoitthanthat. | ...? Hehedtates, then saysit. ? | want to look
ingde your mind. | want to join spiritswith you and see what ingpired this change.?

| go very quiet. | shared my mind and spirit with Banbamany times. It? s part of the teaching process. |
thought 1? d have to do the same with Drust, but there? d been no mention of it until now. Sharing one? s
Spiritisapersond, private thing. To do it with awoman is hard, but to sharewithaman. . .

? Itwon? t be easy for me either,? Drust saysquietly. ? If you refuse, | won? t force you. But | have
good reason for asking. There? s something unsettling about your growth. | suspect | know what it is.
But I need to go within your mind to be sure.?

? Can? tyoujust tel me?? | groan. ? Why dl this need for secrets??

? Druids and priestesses are creatures of secrets,? he says. ? We livein worlds of mazes and mysteries.
Secrecy is part of who we are and how we live. 1t should be enough for you when | say | need to do this.
My reasons are unimportant. Y ou either trust me or you don? t.?

| want to pull aface and say that | don? t, to annoy him. But hisworry has set me worrying too. Now
that | think about it, | realize no gpprentice should advance thisfar, thisfast. Banbatold meignoranceis
the greatest danger any magician ever faces. If you don? t know yoursdlf intimately? your powers and
themagic youwidd? sooner or later you? Il fal victim to forces of the unknown.

? Veaywdl,? 1d9gh. ? But | don? t want you rooting around inside my head too long. Find what you
need, then get out. If not, I ? Il fight.?

Drust nods, smiling wryly. Then, without dowing, he takes hold of my left hand and directs his thoughts
towards me. | fed his presence immediately, asif he opened adoor into my mind and stepped through.
His magic washesinto me, seeping through my skin. Most of it isdirected through hisfingers but it comes
from other placestoo? legs, chest, head. His power islike acloud wrapped around me, swallowing me,
tasting and testing me. Soon it? sasif there are two people sharing one body. My thoughts are his? my

past, my dreams, my magic.

| stiffen but don? t stop walking. Movement gives me anotion of separation. 1? m ill awvare of my
individua sdlf, who I am, who | was, who | hopeto be. If | stop, I? m afraid Drust will becomemeand |
? Il lose mysdlf to him completely.

He pressesfurther into my mind, searching, exploring thewell of my magic. He? sdready deeper within
me than Banba ever got, discovering truths that nobody knows, my secret wishes and desires, my hopes,
loves, and fears. And still he doesn? t stop. He keeps going, working on the part of methat is pure
magic, dragging himself down towards my core, deeper and deeper, searching...



Something flareswithin me. | fed abolt of letha power shoot towards Drust. | know it will kill him upon
contact but | can? t stop it. It? scoming from aplacel can? t contral, that | didn? t know wasthere. The
bolt fliesstraight a Drugt, increasing in power. [t? sgoing to kill him! It will blow him gpart! It?

Suddenly heisn? t there. Contact has been broken. He throws himsalf away physicaly, mind following,
disappearing from my thoughts, crying out in pain, but not the sort of pain that accompanies degth.

| cry out too and drop, head on fire, screaming, fegling the bolt of power explode into nothingness,
tearing a the rim of my mind but not damaging me, not like it would have damaged? destroyed? Drust.

Bright lights. Stars. Then ared haze. When it clears, everyone? s around Drust and me. Concerned for
me, wary of the druid. Ronan and L orcan have him a sword point, even though he? srolled upinto a
bdl andisn? t moving. Connla? s behind them, testing his own sword? s edge, eyesflicking from one
twin to the other. Fiachna? s studying my face, rolling my eyelids up, making surel? mal right. Branis
close by, anxioudy chewing hislower lip.

?1? mfine? | mutter, pushing Fiachnaaway? my skinismore senstivethanit? sever been. Histouch
ispanful.

? What did he do?? Ronan asks, positioning thetip of hissword by Drust? sthroat, ready to diceit
open and end hislifethe second | give him an excuse.

? Put down that sword,? Connlagrowls, unexpectedly coming to thedruid? said. ? Don? t harm him.?
? 1 will if he? shurt her! ? Ronan snaps.

? Hedidn?t,? | gasp. | want to liedown and rest, but | ? m afraid they? Il kill Drust if | don? t speak
up. ? Wewere... working on aspell. It went wrong. He was trying to help me, not harm me.?

The otherslook relieved, except Ronan, who looks annoyed at being denied hiskill. They sheathe their
weapons. Goll asks how long it will take for Drust to recover and when we? |l be ready to continue. | tell
him I don? t know and ask them to leave us done for awhile. When they? re out of earshot, | dide over
next to Drust and whisper, ? Can you hear me??

A long pause, then avery shaky, ? Aye.?

? What happened?? | hiss.

Drugt rolls onto his side and stretches out dowly. There are burn marks on hisright hand, ugly welts.
There are red lines etched across his temple too, as though flames had shot up from his hand to his head.

? | wasright,? he croaks.

? About what??

? The source of your magic.? Hisfingerstwitch and hewinces. It hurtsbut | lean forward and cast a
hedling spell on hishand. Astheworst of the redness cools away, Drust looks a me, no gratitudein his
eyes, only doubt. ? Magic exploded within you when you fought Lord Loss.?

? | know. | reached in and stole power from him.?



Drust shakes hishead. ? No. That? snot thewhole truth. He gaveit to you.? | frown, not
understanding. ? Lord Losslet you take from him,? Drust explains. ? Morethan that? he extended his
magic towards you. He reached within you and struck at the... the flint of your spirit, for want of a better
term. He created the magical sparks and fanned them into life. Y ou? re powerful because he wantsyou
to be? because helit the flames of magicinsdeyou.?

My face whitens. ? Y ou mean the magic...my spdlls... that? sal because of him??

? Aye?

? Butwhy?? | cry. ? Why would ademon give power to a human??

? 1 don? t know,? Drust says. ? But | do know this. | thought you were my apprentice, but you? re not
? you? reLord Loss? s.?

And the suspicion in hiseyes cutsto my heart asif he? d stabbed me in the chest with aknife.

The Emigrants

WE makedow progress in the afternoon, hampered by bad wesather, having to climb lots of hills, and
Drugt? sinjuries. | hurt him with the blast of magic. He got out of my head just in time, but even so he
took ahammering. He casts hedling spellswhen he? sable, but movement istill painful.

There have been no more lessons. Drust has kept clear of me, walking close to Goll and Fiachna,
bringing up the rear of the group. | don? t blame him. 1? m suspicious of mysdlf too. There? snoteling
what Lord Loss got up to inside my skull and heart. Maybe he planted spells of destruction and 1? m
doomed to betray my friendsand kill them dll.

They should betold of thethreat | pose but Drust has said nothing and | lack the courageto tell them. |
don? t think they? d kill me but trust would beimpossible. They? d cut me off. 1? d be their friend no

longer? merely apossible enemy.

So | walk in slence and keep my fearsto mysdf, wondering if and when the anima within me will burst
forth? ether the magica anima of Lord Loss? smaking or the beast of my MacGrigor heritage.

* % %

It? slate afternoon when we sight the sea. Dark blue, with white, choppy waves smashing against the
rocks of the shore, roaring like amongter. It stretches asfar as the eye can see. | hoped | might glimpse
the shores of Tir nan? Og from here, the legendary land that lies somewhere between this place and the
Otherworld. But if it? sout there, asthe legends claim, it lies beyond the sight of normal folk? and
magicd folk too.

We stop atop a hill and marvel at the vision of the sea. Even Drust wipes a hand across his brow, then
dares at the horizon with wide, childlike eyes, asthough he can hardly bdieveit? sthere.

? A thing of wild beauty,? Goll murmurs, smiling asthe wind whips at his beard and hair. He strokes the
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flesh of hisblind eye. ? | saw it asayoung man. | had perfect sight then. But it? sjust as wondrous seen
withasngleeye.?

? Where doesit end?? Lorcan asks, looking left and right, then Straight ahead.

? Nobody knows,? Drust says, hisfirst words of the afternoon. ? Some say it goes on forever. Others
that it comesto the edge of the world and drops away into nothingness. A few even claim that by some
form of magic it leadsto the other Sde of theworld, that if you wereto sail dl the way across, you? d
wash up at the landsto the east. But nobody redlly knows.?

? And Tir nan? Og?? Fachnaasks. ? Isit out there??

Drugt shrugs. ? Perhaps. Thereare. . .? He pauses, sniffsthe air, looks west. ? Wewill soon find some
who believe they know where Tir nan? Og lies. Y ou can ask them. They might be ableto provide
clearer answersthan me.?

On that curious note, Drust starts down the hill, angling gently southwest, to a point farther along the
coadtline. Therest of us cherish onelast long look at the sea. Then we follow, reluctantly abandoning
sght of the great expanse of water, eagerly awaiting the moment when we come within view of it again.

* * %

Night is close when we spot them. We? ve been walking aong the edge of the coast for an hour,
stumbling often on the strange, flat, cracked layers of rock underfoot. The strength of the sea can be felt
firsthand here. The wind, the spray, the tremorsin the ground from the pounding of the waves. | ? m
amazed the land has stood up to the battering for so long. | lways knew there was power in the earth,
but it must be much stronger than | imagined to resist such ardentlessfoe, day after day, night after night,
year after year.

We? redl focused on the sea, watching the waves rise and crash, no two aike. In some places, where
they gtrike, they rise up in huge plumeslike smoke, spreading their dropsfar inafinemigt. It? slikea
moving painting of never-ending designs. Because of this extraordinary show, we? re dmost upon the
travelers before Lorcan? at the front of the group? glances up and redizes we? re not aone.

? People!l ? he shouts, halting abruptly and pointing ahead. Squinting? because of the spray? | spot a
procession of twenty or thirty figures, heading to alarge boat bobbing up and down in ardatively cam
cove.

? Demons?? Connlaasks, standing on histoes, asif that will help him see better.

? No,? Drus says, passing Lorcan without dowing.

? Humans?? Gall calsafter him.

? Not assuch,? isDrust? sresponse.

Welook at each other uncertainly, then shuffle dong after the druid.

* % %



Thetravelers are creatures of legend. Impossibly towering giants, the height of three or four men. Tiny,
stick-thin people who might be the meddiesome I eprechauns of myth. Sender, graceful, pointy-eared
fairies. Weeping, pae-faced, dark-eyed, terrifying banshees. Otherswho look more like demons than
humans. Druids and priestessestoo. All are part of the procession, winding their way to the boat, where
otherslike them are patiently waiting, seated or standing, al looking west.

? Morrigan? smilk!? Goll gasps, making asign to ward off evil. Then he stops, confused, since dthough
these are obvioudy beings of magic, they don? t have the look or feel of wickedness.

Thewadkers have their eyes set on the path or boat. One of the druids happensto look up and spot us.
He breaks off from the others and comes towards us. As he draws close, Ronan nudges over to Drust
and whispers, ? Isheathreat??

? No,? Drust says. He has stopped and iswaiting calmly for hisfellow druid, aamsfolded across his
chest.

? Who arethey?? Fiachnaasks, sudying one of the burly, brutal-looking giants. We? ve heard stories
of thesefiercewarriors of the past, part god, part human. But ancient stories are sometimes hard to
believe. They grow in the telling over the generations. Things get exaggerated. | dways assumed the
giants of lore were smply large but otherwise norma warriors. Fiachnaand the others thought that too.
We werewrong.

? They arebeings of lessening magic,? Drust saysin answer to Fiachna? squery. ? They came after the
Old Crestures and flourished for atime on the magic of the past. They? releaving now. The magic of the
Old Crestures has dmost faded from this earth. Thoseit nurtured can? t survive without it. Their time
hereisfinished. They go west in search of Tir nan? Og or death.? Hiseyesare sad but dsofilled with
longing. He wantsto go with them.

? Do they fleefrom the Demonata?? | ask quietly.

? Not necessarily,? Drust says. ? Mogt have come from distant lands, some from the other side of the

world. They leave to escape the Christians and other new religious groups. The world has changed and
will change more in the centuries to come. Old magic isno longer dominant. Those who practiceit have
no place here. They leave before the magic disappears completdly, to avoid an undignified end.?

? Why don? t they fight?? Goll asks.

? They did. But only afool continuesto fight whenit? sclear the battleislogt. Everything has an end.
Thisisthe end of great magic and those who belong to it.?

The other druid reaches us and stops. He nods to Drust, who nods back. Then he casts a curious eye
over therest of us. ? Do you seek a place on board our boat, brother?? the druid asks.

? Nay,? Drudt replies. ? | am here on other business.?

? Therewon? t be many more boatsthisyear,? thedruid says. ? Thismight bethe last before spring. If
you missthisone...?

? | havework here,? Drust says.



? Thisisadangerousland,? the druid notes. ? Severd of our kind have fallen on their way to this point.
If you wait and the Demonata triumph within the next few months, there might never be aboat again.?

? My work involvesthe Demonata,? Drust says. ? If | am successful the boatswill continueto sail.?
The druid raises an eyebrow. ? Y ou have set yoursdf againgt the demons??

? Aye? Drus saysseadily.

? A perilous undertaking. Y ou do it to keep the path to the west clear for those who will follow??

? No.? Drug amiles. ? We should al be so self-sacrificing, but most are not and | am no exception. | do
thisfor personal reasons.?

Thedruid returns Drust? samile. ? Whatever they are, | wish you luck. If you can close the tunndl
between thisworld and the Demonata? s, boatl oads to come will praise your namein the lands west of
here...or in the lands of the dead.?

Both druidslook at the boat and those boarding it. Only a couple remain on the shore now, untying the
ropesthat hold the boat in place. 1t? sunlike any boat | ? ve ever seen, long and narrow, tal poles
gprouting from the middleto hold large sails. [t? s hard to see how it stays &fl oat.

? What of your companions?? the druid asks, looking around, his gaze coming to rest on me. ? Do they
seek sanctuary with us? There are afew places|eft. If they wish to take their chances, we can give them
berth.?

Drust glances at me, then speaksto the others. ? If you want to go, | won? t stop you. But | might have
need of you in the days and nightsto come. Remember? if | fail, your peoplewill pay the price.?

? Tirnan? Og,? Goll whispers, hisgood eye sparkling as he studies the boat. ? To go there now...to
liveforever, having comethis closeto death...?

? It would be ajust reward for an honest life,? Fiachna says softly. ? Y ou should go, old friend.?

Gall? slips part. He breathes out the word, ? Aye.? But then hisface hardens and he barks alaugh. ?
No. Tir nan? Og? sfor the beautiful and magica ? not an ugly old warhorse like me! Anyway, what
would | do therefor dl eternity? Play hurling with giants?? He turns and winks. ? Ten years ago, maybe.
But1? dfed likeafool if | went now. And what if they find nothing but sea? | ? ve been on those waves
before? and never assckindl my lifel ?

? Anybody els?? thedruid asks politdly. He? still looking at me, asmal frown creasing hisforehead.
? 1 would give much to hunt in the fabled forests of Tir nan? Og,? Lorcan sghsdreamily. ? But | can? t
abandon my clan, not until the demons have been defeated or | lie dead. Next year, if we succeed, |2l
return and ask for passage then.?

Goll nudges Connlaplayfully. ? How about you, young king? We know how vainyou are. In Tir nan?
Ogyou? d keep your looks and never grow old.?

Connlasneers. ? Give up akingship here to be a peasant there?| think not! ?



? Y ou sound very certain of your kingship,? Goll murmurs. ? Do you know something we don? t??

Connlaflushes. ? Of course not. | wasjust...I mean...? Hecoughsand glaresat Goll. ? | don? t haveto
explan mysdf to thelikes of you! ?

? Peace,? the druid saysbeforethe pair start to argue in earnest. ? If you do not wish to travel with us, |
must take my leave. Night isamost upon us and we mean to depart before the demons attack? they
come here often, the braver mongters, in search of rich pickings.?

? We have delayed you too long aready, brother,? Drust says, bowing. ? Go, and may the grace of the
gods go with you.?

? Our thanks? and may the gods bless you in your honorable quest,? the druid says. Hereturnsthe
bow, nods at the rest of us, then makes hisway to the boat. The creatures holding the ropes untie the last
of them as he approaches. By the time he reaches the shoreline, the ropes have been cast off and the
boat is drifting away from the land. The druid increases his pace and jumps to the deck of the boat,
propelling himsdf through the air with magic. He waves to us before settling down and facing the bow,
which pointslike an arrow straight at the setting sun.

We watch as the boat moves off, salsrisng smoothly, catching amagica wind. The boat shoots ahead at
an incredible speed, leaving hardly any wake, a gpeck on the horizon within minutes, then? to my eyesat
least? gone.

There? salong, thoughtful silence. All eyes are on the dimming sun, scanning the point where seamests
sky, sraining for onefind glimpse of the boat and its cargo of giantsand fairies.

Then Goll shatters the mood by clapping Drust on the back. ? So, druid,? he drawls, ? where shdl we
cast for tonight? Y our friends are safe from the demons and undead at sea, but we? re somewhat
exposed out here, aye??

Drust looks around, blank-eyed for asecond. Then he focuses. ? Aye. It would not do if we were
caught in the open. We will be safe farther down the coast? thereis a place protected by rare Old magic
? but we must movefast if we areto get there before night.?

? Can? t we stop and cast amasking spell?? | ask.

? No,? Drust says, sarting forward, faster than he? d been walking earlier. ? Y ou heard thewarning?
demons come here.?

? Demons are everywhere,? Fachnasays.
? Aye? Drug agrees. ? But only the brave go where beings of magic congregate. And abrave demonis
usudly apowerful demon. I wouldn? t trust our spellsto hide usfrom their gaze. Now march and save

your breath? if wefail to make our destination in time, you might need to fight tonight, and the monsters
you lock armswith will be fiercer and harder to kill than any you? ve faced before.?

The Geis
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THE day isinitsfina stageswhen we cometo adliff high above the sea. We? ve been dimbing for the
last hdf hour, out of sight of the waves. Now we stop, stunned by the new view. The cliff drops straight
benesth us, as though the land had been cut away with agodly knife. | take an instant step back, terrified
I? mgoing to fal. Most of the othersretreat indinctively too.

But Drugt isn? t afraid. He bregksinto asmile and points towards arow of cliffs, jutting out into the sea
likegiganticfingers. 1t? samazing scenery. Even Gall hasn? t seen anything likethis? hewasfarther
north when he came to the coast as ayoung man. We gawk, astonished.

? There,? Drust says. ? Thethird jutland fromtheend? that? swherewe? regoing.? Helooksat the
sun, then the land around us. ? We should be fine. Demons don? t like the throb of Old magic and
usudly avoidit. But let? snot tarry, just in case.?

We push on, moving downhill now, following the coadtline. Seagulls are sttling in their nestsfor the night,
cawing and screeching. Some rabbits watch us from a safe distance. Even farther beyond the rabbits, a
small, rugged pony grazesaone. | can? t seeit lagting long by itsalf out here in the demon-pillaged wilds.

At the foot of the dip there? shard, level ground. 1t? s possible to crawl forward on your ssomach and
look down directly over the edge of the cliff. Drust doesn? t pause? he? snot interested in the view,
intent on reaching the third jut of land? but the rest of us can? t res st the opportunity to gaze upon the
seafrom such a spectacular viewpoint. Lying on our sscomachs, we wriggle forward to the end of the
world and asight that surpasses any | ever dreamt about in the past.

Unbelievable. With my chin resting over the edge, and the rest of my body hugging the cliff edge for dear
life it? sasif 1?2 m suspended in midair, looking down at the seaasabird or god must. | see the heads of
seagullls nestled in the rock. The white of the waves asthey beatter the base of the dliff, visble even inthe
dim light of the advanced dusk. Therolling, crashing sounds. The scent of birds and sdt.

The urgeto throw mysdf over the edgeis strong. To die so beautifully, so perfectly...to fly for ahandful
of seconds... become part of the sea, dashed against the rocks until 1”? m nothing, then swept away to the
Otherworld in the company of fish, mermaids, and al the other creatures of the deep...

| ignorethe suicidd urge, but it? sdifficult. | suppose people who live aong the shore grow hardened to
thiscdl of the sea. But it? s dangerousfor land-dwelerslike us. When | look up, | see misty expressions
on the faces of the others, which prove | ? m not lonein my desireto cast mysdif off.

But there? s something esein those expressionsthat | fed too? triumph. Though | ? m tempted by the
cal of theseq, | resist. It can? t dlam me. Inaway | ? m stronger than the waves and | fedl good about
that. Smug, even.

Weremain lying on the ledge for what seemsalong time but is probably no more than afew minutes.
Connla? sthefirst to crawl back and stand up when he? s a safe distance from the edge, where thewind
can? t catch him and whip him over. Ronan rises next, but closer to the edge than Connla, not afraid of
thewhirling, whistling wind.

The pair head after Drust. A minute later Goll follows and that? sthe signal for the rest of usto retrest.
Bran? sthelast to leave, laughing as he gazes down, pointing at seagulls and waving as though he knows
them. | call to him to come with us but he doesn? t move. Annoyed? 1? ve now had my fill of thesea? |
double back, grab hislegs, and red himin.



? Comeon,? | snap as hetriesto squirm back to the edge. ? We haveto follow the others. It? snot
safe here.?

? Eggsboiled leaf,? Bran says, nodding to show that he agrees. But he looks at the edge onelast time,
regretfully, beforerisng, linking his hand with mine, and jogging after Lorcan at the rear of the main pack.

We? veamost caught up with Lorcan when the demons attack. They burst out of the earth like savage
worms, adozen or more. Multi-limbed. Many have several heads. Claws like branches on atree.
Mouthsfull of fangs. Gibbering and howling? familiar demon sounds.

Most attack the main group of Fiachna, Lorcan, and Goll. A few go for Ronan and Connla. One lumbers
after Drugt, far ahead on hisown. And one surges at Bran and me.

| reach insde and draw upon my magic, forgetting in the heet of the moment that it? sthe magic of the
Demonata, unable to worry about what | might unleash. Lips moving quickly, | fill my handswith fire,
then blow flames at the demon, which has two heads? one of abear, one afox. The demon screams and
fdls. Branlaughs and legps over theflalling demon, then legps back again, playing withiit asif it wasa
skipping rope of fire.

Drugt? sdemon isamost upon him when heflicks hisright hand, casting aspdll. The demon flies over the
druid? shead, then off the cliff, faling to its death on the rocks benesth, hollering hatefully al the way
down.

The others are battling, swords and axes flashing, hacking a demon flesh. Drust starts back to help, then
pauses and saresinland. | follow the direction of his gaze and spot afigure in the distance, hovering
above the earth. There? sno mistaking him, evenin thispoor light? Lord Loss. Something that lookslike
adog isjumping up and down beside him.

Drugt hesitates, then races along the cliff, heading for the jutland where he said we? d be safe, leaving the
rest of usto fight and, if we lose, perish.

| curse the druid, then wadein to where Lorcan, Goll, and Fiachnaare struggling with the demons. The
ground around them is dippery with blood, littered with demon limbs, chunks of flesh, even ahead or
two. But still the demons press on, driving the warriors and smith towards the edge of the cliff, seeking to
push them over.

| touch the back of aleathery demon about twice my height. It looks down at meand laughs. | say a
word and the nails of my fingersingtantly lengthen, digging deep into the mongter, piercing its skin, bones,
inner organs. The hdllish creature chokes, blood gurgling up itsthroat. My nails burst out the far Sde of its
body. | say another word and jerk my hand away, snapping free of the nails, leaving them buried within.
The demon collgpses, shudders, then goes till.

Another of the demonic pack seeswhat | ? ve done. It screeches and hurlsitself at me. No timefor
magic. | drop to my back, stick my legs up, and halt the demon? s charge with my feet. It swipesat me
with aclawed hand. Barely misses my eyes. | point at itsface. Words legp from my tongue and its head
explodes, splattering me with blood and bits of bone and brain.

Rising, turning to deal with athird demon, | hear a human scream from farther away. No timeto check it
out. A bull-headed demon is on top of Fiachna. 1t? shitten achunk out of hisleft shoulder and istrying



to latch onto histhroat. | diveat it, grab its mouth, put my face closeto its pink, cracked lips, and
breathe out.

A mig fliesinto the demon? s mouth. It coughs, triesto snarl a me but can? t. Because the mist has
thickened and clogged itsthroat. It can? t breathe. Some demons don? t need to breathe but this one
does. It fdlsaway, scratching at its neck, eyesbulging asit suffocates.

Goall and Lorcan force thefinal demon over the dliff, pushing it off, only just avoiding alashing tendril that
threatens to drag them over with it. They glance around, make sure we? ve dedt with al the mongters,
then rush off to help Ronan and Connla. Bran and | follow just behind.

When Goll and Lorcan stop short | fear the worst. But running up, readying myself to cast more spells, |
see the demonsfleaing, Connla standing proudly by the cliff ? s edge, sword raised, bellowing colorful
curses after the monsters. We approach uncertainly. Connlabeams at us, his blade gray and green with
demon blood. ? Cowards! ? helaughs. ? They didn? t havethe gutsto fight! | ran them off! Did you see
how fast they? ?

? Ronan,? Lorcan interrupts, scanning the area. ? Where? smy brother??
Connlasighs. ? They forced him over.?

Lorcan stares at Connla, then walksto the edge of the cliff and looks down. The rest of us hang our
heads, the joy of victory dready forgotten. There? salump in my throat that makes breething amost as
hard asit must have been for the demon | choked to desth. | flash onimages of Ronan fighting, hunting,
laughing, flicking blood from hislong, curly hair as he raced from the pack of demonswho first pursued
us. He would have wanted to die thisway, fighting, but that doesn? t make hisloss any easer for meto
bear.

? Hefought bravely,? Connla says. He probably meansto comfort Lorcan but he sounds patronizing, as
though talking to achild.

? Did hefdl before or after the demonsran?? Goll asks.

? Before, of course.? Connlafrowns. ? They forced him over. He was close to the edge. He never
stood a chance.?

? Yet they left you alone?? Goll doesn? t phraseit asachallenge but it? s hard not to interpret it as
such. ? They killed Ronan, then ran??

? They saw | wasn? t such an easy touch,? Connlasnorts. ? They got lucky with Ronan, but when they
tangled with me and realized they were out of their depth, they ran for their miserable, demonic lives.?
Connla? sface hardens and helooks at each of usin turn. ? You don? t seem too pleased,? he mutters
darkly.

? 1t? sstrange,? FHachnasaysuneasly. ? Demonsdon? t fight that way. To catch a person in the open...
outnumbering him... night just beginning... then running off...?

? What areyou? ? Connlastartsto roar.

? Enough! ? Lorcan stopshim? and the rest of ustoo. He turns from the edge of the cliff, face strained



but resigned. ? Ronan? sdead. That? stheend of it. | don? t care why the demonsran. Therewill be no
arguments, not at atimelikethis.?

Gall and Fiachnalook down uncomfortably. Connlatoo. ? Hedidn? t diethrough any fault of hisown,?
Connlasays. ? They took him by surprise. It wasjust bad luck that he was so close to the edge. | would
have saved himiif | could.?

Lorcan nodsdowly. ? Luck will dwaysturn againgt awarrior in theend. Y ou have nothing to answer
for.? Helooks off into the distance, to where Drust is <till running, closing in onthejutland. A light flares
inLorcan? seyes. ? That coward, on the other hand...?

He sets of f after Drust at top speed. | share aworried look with the rest of the group, then hurry after
him, afraid of what will hgppen if he catches up with the druid in this dark mood.

* * *

Drugt has reached the jutland by the time we get to him. A long stretch of cliff sticking out into the sea,
grass growing thickly aong the top, blowing ever easterly from the winds coming in from thewest. He? s
gtting in aspot inthe middle of the jutland, hunched over against the wind, his chess set onthegrassin
front of him, sudying thefigures.

? Youl? Lorcan shouts, striding up to the druid. Drust doesn? t look up at the furious teenager. ? You
abandoned us and |eft usto the demons! What do you have to say in defense of yourself??

No answer. Drugt isfully focused on the chess game.
Lorcan? saxeisin hisleft hand. Heraisesit, hisyouthful face twisted with hatred. | want to stop him but
| dare not interfere. And, to be honest, part of me loathes Drust for running out on us and wantsto see

him punished.

Connlaroarsawarning and reachesfor hisknife, to intervene, but before he can, Drust says quietly, ?
Y ou cannot harm me here. Y ou will suffer if you try.?

? Suffer thid ? Lorcan screams and brings his axe down.

The head of the axe melts. The handle turnsinto a shaft of fire. Lorcan ydlswith pain and dropsit. | blink
dumbly? thisisthework of magic, but it didn? t come from Drust. It seemed to come from the earth
itsdlf.

? Violenceisnot permitted here,? Drust says, and he looks up. ? If you try that again, you? Il die.?

Lorcan snatchesfor his sword with his unharmed right hand. Stops and curses. Kicks the smoldering
remains of hisaxe and turns away, disgusted.

Drust looks around at us, meeting our accusing gazes without any hint of shame. ? Lord Loss
orchestrated the attack. He set the demonsin place, knowing we must passthisway. | thought it was an
ambush, so | fled for my life, as| was duty bound to. | see now it was merely acruel game but | was not
to know that at thetime. | acted correctly.?

? What are you talking about?? Goll snarls. ? Ronan died. It was no game.?



Drust shakes hishead. ? If it had been ared ambush, they? d have jumped me. Having trailed usthisfar
and listened to our conversations, Lord Loss must know what our planis. If hetruly wished to stop us at
thispoint, he? d have killed me. Therest of you don? t matter. That waswhy | ran. | couldn? t let mysdf
fdl, not thiscloseto theend.?

? Fancy words, but it boils down to the samething? cowardice,? Fachnasays.

? Youmay cdl itthat if youwish,? Drust sayscoolly. ? But | told you from the sart that your lives
meant nothing to me. Y ou? ve hel ped me comethisfar, and so served anoble purpose. | ? m grateful for
that but it makesyou no lessinggnificant in the greater scheme of things.?

Gall laughs bitterly. ? | bet you didn? t have many friends when you were achild! ?
? Druidsdon? t need friends,? Drugt replies, then regards his chess set again.

| study the jutland uncertainly. Night is upon usand | can hear the howls of the demonsthat Connlaran
off. And Lord Lossis ill out there. | fed exposed, open to attack. ? Areyou surewe? re safe?? | ask.

? Aye,? Drugt says. ? Thisisaplace of Old magic. No lesser demon can set foot here. A demon master
can, but like us, they can commit no violence on thissoil. ?

? Thank the godsfor small mercies,? Connlasniffs. ? Arethere more placeslike thisaong the coast,
where we can shdlter in the coming nights??

? No,? Drugt says. ? But wewould have no need of them even if there were. Thisisthe place | have
been heading for. 1t? sthe end of theroad.?

Then he gives his attention over fully to the chess game, leaving usto stare a the grass, the drop on either
Sde, the seathat stretches off into the distance? and wonder what exactly he brought usto this desolate
placefor.

* % %

Night darkens. Black clouds blow in off the sea, unloading their rain on top of us. 1? mglad of therain at
fird? it washestheworst of the blood from my face and neck? but its apped quickly fadesasachill
setsin. To combat the rain and sharp, bitter wind, | create afire usng magic and we huddle around it,
capes and cloaks pulled over our heads, shivering from the damp and cold.

I? vetreated Fiachna? swounded shoulder, but it? sanasty purple color. I ? mnot sure | cleaned out dl
the demon? s poison. It doesn? t ook too dangerous at the moment but | ? 1l be kegping aclose eye on
it.

Lorcanisslent and distant, thinking of his dead brother. There? s not much you can say to awarrior
when aloved one dies. Desth is something all warriorslearn to embrace. 1t? spart of their trade. At least
Ronan died in battle. Lorcan will misshim but life must go on. There? s no benefit to be had from
weeping or wailing like awoman or achild.

Drugt continues with his game, head bent over the board to shelter it from the rain, moving figures around
dowly, after much ddiberation. Maybe thiswashisam? to escape to a place where he? d be



protected, safeto play hisgames of chessal night and day in peace.

After an hour the rain eases and moonlight breaks through the clouds. We should be grateful, but now
that we can see more clearly, we spot Lord Loss hovering near where the jut-land starts, watching us
intently.

With shouts and cries, we scramble to our feet and the men draw their weapons. Goll starts forward,
roaring, then halts, remembering what happened to Lorcan? saxe. He lowers his sword and studies Lord
Lossnervoudy.

The demon master ignores the old warrior and tilts his head sideways for a better view of Drust. He
seems fascinated by the gamethe druid? s playing. He drifts closer. Something moves near where hislegs
end inlong strips of flesh. | recal the doglike creature | saw earlier. Peering down, | seethat it hasalarge
dog? sbody, but its head islong and curioudy flat, adark green or brown color, with evil yellow eyes.
And it has human handsinstead of paws. A woman? s hands.

Lord Loss passes Goll. The dog demon starts to follow, then stops, growls, and retreats afew steps.
Drust was right about this place being out of bounds for lesser demons.

Lord Lossdriftsto ahdt closeto where Drust is sitting. We surround him, suspicious yet captivated. We
? ve never been thiscloseto aliving demon for such along period of time, freeto study him at will. 1t? s
astrange sensation. | fedl the magic around him, lightly crackling, not that different from the power Drust
and | create when we cast aspell. Except hismagic is congtant, never changing.

Finaly the game ends and Drust begins rearranging the pieces.

? What isthat you play?? Lord Loss asks, hisvoice laced with sorrow.

? Chess,? Drust saysand peersup. ? You don? t play??

? No.?

? A pity.?

? But | would liketo learn.?

Drust pauses, surprised. ? Do demons play human games??

?No,? Lord Losssays. ? But thisinterestsme. | have never seen it before. And the board... thereis
magicinit.?

? Thisboard isunique,? Drust says, amiling proudly. ? My master told meit isthe origina Board, a gift
to usfrom the Old Cregatures. My people have guarded it for many centuries, and others of magic
protected it before the druids. Long ago, one of its owners fashioned agameto play onit, to passthe
time. He crafted the pieces that have developed into what you see now, and so the game of chess came
into being.?

? Then the board was not created for the game?? LordLoss asks.

?No.?



? What wasitsorigina purpose??

Drugt shrugs. ? Nobody knows. Asyou hoticed, it isan artifact of magic, but we have never been ableto
unlock its secrets.?

? Perhaps| could,? Lord Losssays.

? Perhaps,? Drust agrees, then smiles. ? Some other time.?

? Why not now?? Lord Loss asks eagerly.

Drust? ssmile spreads. ? That? snot possible. Y ou have toleave.?

? 1 donot.? Lord Lossfrowns.

? Aye,? Drugt says. ? Youdo.? Heraisesahand and Lord Loss drifts backward.
? What? shappening?? the demon master shouts, trying to stop but unableto.

? A minor spell,? Drust chuckles. ? | tire of having you hound our trail. Thiswill keep you a asafe
distancefor awhile.?

? No!? Lord Lossroars. ? Y ou have no power over me! You? rejust ahuman! Y ou cannot command
ademon magter! ?

? Normdly, no,? Drust murmurs. ? But magic works differently here. | am ableto do thingson this
jutland that | could do nowhere else? and you are helplessto resist, since thismagic is more mine than
yours.?

Lord Loss? sfeatures darken and eight arms extend outward. | fed power build within him, directed a
Drust. Then it stops suddenly as he redlizeswhat will happen if he strikesin anger.

? You arevery clever,? the demon snarls, drifting farther away. ? But once | ? m back on normd land
my powerswill be mineagain. | will wait. And follow. And next time | will kill.?

Drust shakes hishead. ? The spdl won? t last for long, but it will hold for afew days, no matter where
yougo.? Hecrooksafinger at Lord Loss and the demon master stops. ? But | can break the spell now,
if youwishto bargain.?

? Bargain withwhat?? Lord Loss spits.

? Information,? Drust says. ? Tell mewhy you follow us. Why you laid the trgp but did not kill me.
What? sinthisfor you??

? | feed on the sorrow of others,? Lord Loss saysdiffly. ? | follow you because | know misery isyour
degtiny. Y our suffering brings me pleasure.?

? No,? Drust says. ? Thislandisfull of suffering. | don? t believeyou? d pick us at random, out of dl
the thousands of tortured souls, for specid attention.?



Lord Loss shrugs and smiles. ? What other reason could there be??

? Youinterfered withthe girl,? Drust says. The otherslook at me questioningly but | avoid their gaze. ?
Y ou filled her with magic of your own. Why??

? | likeher,? the demon gurgles. ? | wanted to help.?

? Answer me honestly,? Drust growls, ? or 1? Il banishyou.?

? Actudly, | don? tthink youwill,? Lord Loss purrs, then pointsan arm a Goll. Abruptly, unwillingly,
with astartled roar, Goll turns away from the rest of us and runs. For an aw-ful second | think Lord Loss
plansto run him over the edge of the cliff. But then | see he? smore cunning thanthat? he? smaking
Gall raceto the mainland, where the dog demon is yapping with delight, ready to tear Goll to pieceson a
patch of ground where there? sno magica protection.

? GAl'? | scream and try to stop him with magic. But | can? t find away to unlock Lord Loss? sspell.

? Releaseme,? Lord Losssays. ? Immediatdy. Or the human dies at the hands of the ever-faithful,
ever-viciousVen.?

?No,? Drust says.

? Youmus,? Lord Lossgrowls, ? or 1? Il send the othersto their deathstoo.?
? No,? Drust repedts.

? Very well,? the demon master sneers. ? Ven! Destroy him! ?

The dog demon barks and howils, legping around, jaws snapping open and shut. Goll? samost at the
mainland. A few more seconds and...

Suddenly Branisin front of the old warrior, by the Sde of Vein, patting his knees, whistling asthough
caling to atame dog and not some demon half-breed. Vein legps at Bran. Lord Losslaughs. Therest of
us gasp with horror.

Then everybody ? sjaws drop as the dog demon licks Bran? sface, before rolling over onto her back
and offering her somach to betickled.

?Van!? Lord Lossbelows. ? Stop that! Kill him!?

The demon ignores her master? s call and whineswith pleasure as Bran scratches under her chin. He? s
giggling, playing with her as he would with any norma dog, making cooing sounds and uttering the odd
insensibleword or two.

Lord Losscan? t believeit. Nobody can. But then Fiachnalaughs out loud and soon al of usare
laughing, pointing & the boy and the dog, and Goll standing beside the pair of them, having cometo a
dtop at last. We double over, tears of mirth streaming down our faces. Even Drugt issmiling.

Lord Lossdoesn? t seethe funny side of it. He glares a the dog demon, then the rest of us. When his



eyeseventualy settle on Drugt, he snarls and says, ? What manner of thing isthat boy??

?1? mnot sure,? Drust chuckles. ? | knew he? d been blessed with some specid form of magic but |
never guessed he was this powerful. It seems he can charm any creature he wishes. And maybethat? s
only one of hislesser gifts. Who knowswhat else he might be capable of ?? Drugt? samiletightens. ?
Maybe he can kill ademon master.?

Lord Lossquivershbut I? mnot sureif it? swith fear or outrage. ? Y ou have humilisted me,? he
whispers.

? Aye,? Drug agreeschearfully.

? Youwill pay for that.? Seven of Lord Loss? sarms come up and he pointsat each of us. ? | placea
geisupon you. A curseto destroy you all. Whether you succeed in your quest or not, none of you will
know anything but misery for therest of your pitifully short lives.?

? Your geilsdoesn? tfrighten us,? Drust snorts. ? Now be gone? and | don? t want to seeyou again
any time soon.?

Hewaves hisright hand and Lord Loss pedls away as though blown by astrong wind. He shoots off the
jutland, managing to grab his dog as he flies past, yanking her away from Bran by grabbing her snouit.
Vein givesamuffled howl. Bran? s hands stretch out after the dog and he waves good bye. Soon the pair
vanish from sght, separated from us by Drust? s spdll and the darkness of the night.

On the jutland we carry on laughing, delighted to have thwarted the demon master. But there? san edge
to our laughter. A demon? sgeisisnothing to sneer at. As happy aswe are, | ? m certain that each of us
isinwardly pondering Lord Loss? s curse and wondering what sort of a price we might ultimately be
made to pay for our meager victory.

Old Creatures

DRuUST isstill playing chess. Therest of us are gathered around the fire. Now that the danger has
passed, my clans-folk discuss the conversation between Drust and Lord Lossand | fed eyes settleon
me suspicioudy. Findly Fiachnaasksthe question that ison dl their tongues. ? What did Drust mean
about Lord Lossinterfering with you??

| Sgh miserably. ? My magic has grown faster than it should. | ? ve leapt from being a poor apprenticeto
being amogt as strong as Drugt, with the ability to bealot stronger? because of Lord Loss. He reached
within me and gave me power. Thanksto him, I ? m able to do thingsthat nobody of my limited
experience should be ableto.?

? Why would he do that?? Goll asksgruffly.

? Wedon? t know,? | answer honestly. ? We? d befoolsto think hedid it to help, but we can? t see
how my being so strong can be adrawback. Unless. . .? | gulp, then say what 1? ve been thinking since
Drust reveded the truth about my powers. ? Unless he left a secret spell behind. Maybe, when I? m
powerful enough, aforce will explode insde me and destroy everything around me.?
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? A demoninthefold,? Lorcan growlshitterly, with venom born out of the loss of hisbrother. ? We can
? t harm her here, but | say we take her back to the mainland and dit her throat before? ?

? Peace,? Goll husheshim.
? But? ?

? Peacel ? Goll saysagain, harshly thistime. Thenhesmilesat me. ? | don? t believe that, Bec. 1? ve
known you since you were a baby. Y ou wouldn? t hurt anyone, intentionaly or otherwise. If the demon
master thinks he can use you to harm us, he? swrong.?

Tears goring to my eyes. | haven? t cried Sncel wasavery young child? tearsare for theweak? but
the warmth of Goll? swords unleashes a spring within me and soon my cheeks are wet with warm, saty
water.

? Gall? sright,? Fiachnasays, putting athumb to my cheeks and wiping some of the tearsaway. ? We
have nothing to fear from you, Bec.?

? Of coursewe don? t,? Connlaagrees, sunning usal by giving me aquick hug. Then helooks
pointedly at Lorcan.

Theteenager pullsaface. ? If that? show you fed, | won? t argue. But 1? |l be keeping an eye on her,
especialy when there? safull moon, because there? sthe threat of her turning into awild beast too, in
caseyou? dforgotten. And if | ever think she? sgoing to act againgt us...?

?...you? |l tdl usand we? Il have acadm chat about it,? Connlafinishes sernly, in the authoritative
tone of atrueking. ? Understood??

Lorcan bares his teeth, but then nods roughly and turns away to sulk. | don? t blame him for this unusua
show of hatred. 1t? shard when you lose one you love, even if you? reawarrior who isn? t supposed to
let sorrow affect you.

Bran shuffles up beside me afew seconds later, stares at my damp cheeks, touches them with afinger,

then tastesit. ? Stony,? he declares mysterioudy, then lays his head on my shoulder, closes hiseyes,
smiles, and goesto deep.

Some hours later, having finished another game of chess, Drust packs the pieces and board away, sets
his bag down, and rises. ? Bec,? hesummonsme. | gently move Bran? s head and go see what the
druid wants.

?1t? stime,? Drust says, looking down a me solemnly.

? For what?? | frown.

? 1? vebeen waiting for thetide,? heanswerscrypticaly. ? Thelevd iscorrect now. But it won? t
remain that way for long. We must hurry.?

? 1 don? t understand. What...?? | stop. Drust istaking off hisrobes. Soon he? s naked. 1 ? ve seen



many naked men? alot of warriorsfight the old way, stripped bare? but Drust looks different in the
flesh. His nudity isunsettling, asif 1? m seeing an aspect of him | shouldn? t.

? Hey!? Goll grunts, getting up. ? What areyou? ?
? Stay back,? Drudt says, eyesflashing. ? Bec and | must go for awhile. But we? Il return shortly.?

? Gowhere?? Fiachnaasks. He? s standing beside Goll now, asisLorcan. Connlawatches uswith
mild interest, lying on his back. Bran sill deeps.

Drust nods towards the edge of the cliff. ? Old Crestures reside benegth our feet. They are maybe the
only true beings of Old magic left in theworld. They can tell uswhereto find the tunnd between this
world and the Demonata? s. Now stay back and keep quiet? thisisaddicate busness and we need to
concentrate.?

Drust facesme again. ? Removeyour clothes,? he says, and though | feel uneasy, | do ashe
commands. ? We? re going to walk to the edge of the cliff, then step off. Before that, we? |l cast two
spdls. Onewill let us hold our breath for severd minutes. The other will keegp uswarm? thewater? s
extremdy cold.?

? But...thefdl...| can? t swim...therocks...? | sammer.

? You have nothing to fear,? Drugt says. He takes hold of my right hand. ? 17 Il bewith you. 1? |l guide
you. Aslong asyou cast the spells correctly and don? t panic, you? Il befine.?

? But how will we get back up??

? Climb,? he says, then laughs at my incredulous expression. ? 1t? seasier than it sounds. Trust me. You
? reno good to me dead. | ? Il not see you cometo harm.?

? You left mefor the demonstonight,? | mutter.

? Aye,? heagrees. ? But | thought 1? d perishiif | went back for you. It was better that one of us survive
than noneat dl. But | need you, Bec. If you? d died, 1? d have had to search for another apprentice.?

? Why?? | ask. ? Why am | so important to you??

? You? Il find out soon,? Drust promises, then turnsto face the edge of the cliff. ? Will you do thiswith
me? Take my word that the future of your land and people rests upon it??

| don? t want to. But we? ve cometoo far, faced too many dangers, and lost too many friendsto stop
now. | start walking, Drust beside me. We mutter spells, warming ourselves, holding our breath and
extending it. Behind usthe otherswatch? except Bran? unsure of what to expect.

We reach the edge. The waves are rough below, smashing into the rocks of the cliff, tearing themsalves
to pieces dong the length of the jutland. It looks like the mouth into the Otherworld. Only afool could
gtare down and not fed fear. And only someone far beyond ordinary foolishnesswould even think for a
moment of legping into that roaring, forbidding abyss.

| look up quickly at Drugt, starting to unlock the breathing spell, to tell him 1?2 ve changed my mind, thisis



madness, |? m not going to do it. But before | can, Drust hops forward. His fingers are tight around mine.
He drags me after him. | fal. Theland disappears behind me. | plummet into darkness... violent roaring...
into terror and certain death.

Thefdl doesn? t last aslong as | thought it would. A couple of seconds, surely no longer. Then the
collison. Our feet hit hard. We shoot underwater. My teeth shakein my jaw, threstening to snap loose
and burgt up into my brain. Even with the warming spell, the water is colder than anything | ? ve
experienced.

Dark down here, much darker than the night world above. We dow. Water presses tight around me. |
fed the swdll of the waves. Insde my head | see myself being smashed against therocks. | start to panic,
to kick defensively againgt therocks? which must be close? breaking for the surface so | can scream.

Drugst? sfingers squeeze mine. Pain forces meto ignore the cold and dark. I try to wrench my hand free
but Drust squeezes again. Then alight flares and hisfaceis next to mine. His eyes are furious, warning me
to stop struggling, to obey his commands.

| golimp and Drugt relaxes hisgrip. Thelight is coming from hisright hand, flames glowing dully despite
being underwater. That? saspdl | don? t know. | wonder if | could do it. Whilel? mwondering, Drust
looks around, then moves dowly through the water. He? snot swimming exactly, dthough hislegskick
out softly behind him and hisright arm swaysto the left and right, guiding us.

A shod of fish glides by, either not seeing us or unworried by our presence. | watch them swish pagt,
amazed, taking amoment to reflect on the strange twists my life has taken, the marvels1? ve become part
of. So easy to takeit for granted, but thisis something no norma human was made to see. The world of
magic has blessed me with wonders and it? sonly right to stop every now and then to gppreciate them.

Then? rock. The dliff, studded with shells, draped with seaweed, jagged and immense. Drust is heading
graight for it. Coming up fast. He angles downward. It lookslike we? re going to hit the rock and be
torn to shreds, but at the last moment | spot ahole? the entranceto atunnd.

We? re swept through the mouth of the tunnedl. I? m not sure if magic propelsusor the thrust of thetide.
We pass dong smoothly, protected from the walls by the water and Drust? sspdll. Thelightin Drust? s
hand fades, plunging usinto total darkness. For awhile there? sjust the rush and noise of the water. |
don? t fed afraid. 1t? soddly comforting.

It reminds me of when | was born, entering the world through the tunnd from my mother? swomb.

Then there? saglow ahead of us. Seconds later we? re out, shot into a pool of comparatively warm
water. Wefloat to the surface, where Drust pushes me onto land and crawls out after me. He touches my
lipsand nods. | stop the breathing spell and draw in alungful of fresh air, shivering from the chill of the
water.

Drugt slands and offers me hishand. Clutchingit, I let him draw meto my feet. He smilesat mewhen | ?
m standing, then places ahand on my |eft shoulder. Heet flareswithin meand | dry quickly. Drust
releases me and looks up. | follow his gaze and gasp.

We? reinthe middle of ahuge cave. | can? t seetheroof, it? sso far above us. All around are thick



gonepillars... twenty... thirty... more. And on each pillar? something.

| can? t think of any other word to describe them. Slowly shifting shapes of colored light, taller than ten
men stacked one on top of the other, the colors changing as their shapestwist and swirl, casting adim
light thet illuminatesthe massve cave. There? smagic in these shapes, strong magic, but unlikeany 1? ve
felt before. No... that? snot true. | have felt it acouple of times. In the ring of stones when the demons
were repelled. And earlier tonight when Lorcan? saxe melted.

? What arethey?? | whisper.

? Old Creatures,? Drust whispers back. He? samiling strangely, gazing & the lightsasachild might
regard anew toy. ? The magicians of the ancient past. The creators of land, life, maybe even the gods.
Some say they came from the stars. Othersthat they are the stars, or at least their worldly forms.?

He walks forward, then around in adow circle, studying each pillar and shape. Most of the pillars boast
scores of old etchings, but not like those found on ogham stones. These arelong, complicated Sgns. If
they represent words, the language must be much more complicated than ours.

? Nobody knows how many therewere,? Drust says as hewalks. ? Maybe thousands. Thisworld was
theirs. A play-pen... abreeding ground...an experiment? We can only guess. Most have moved on, taken
their magic with them, returned to the stars or wherever they came from. Or maybethey? ve died. We?
re not sure. The Old Creatures communicated openly with our ancestors, but they? ve been slent for
severd generdions.

? Many druids mourned the passing of our origina masters and begged them to stay, to help us protect
thisworld from the threat of the Demonata, to teach us more of the wonders and magic of the stars. But
even the Old Crestures must obey the laws of the universe. And those laws state that for everything there
isatime. Nothing remains unchanged forever.?

He stops before one of the shapes and stares up at it. Reaches out, then draws his hand back, fingers
twitching.

? | wastold that when thefina Old Creatureleavesthisworld, al lifewill fade, dl landswill fall,
everything will turn to dust and blow away in the savage winds that will lash theworld in their wake. But |
don? t believethat. | think if they created thisworld and dl itsbeings? especialy us? they created it
with love. Maybethey? ve created others, and will create more worlds later, a string of them throughout
the universe. They give birth, help usthrough our infancy, then move on, leaving usto our own devices,
maybe returning in the far-off future to see how we? ve fared. One day our descendants might be like
them? mothers and fathers of worldsand life....?

Hetrailsto ahalt. Hiswords are strange, hard for me to understand. | ? ve never heard anyone speak of
such things before. My head? s spinning as| try to seethe universe as Drust imaginesit, speckled with
beings greater than gods.

And then one of the shapes? or dl of them together? speaks.

? Why Have Y ou Come??

The accent isdl the accents|? ve ever heard. The words are both lyrical and flat. Loud and soft. Coming
from within my head and dl around. Warm and comforting. No malice or threat. Only tired curiosity.



? To seek answers,? Drust says, bowing hishead. ? | know it? sbold to ask, to disturb you when you
wish for peace, but? ?

?? TheseAreTroubling Times,? the voicefinishes. A pause. ? The Demonata Have Crossed. We
Were Not Aware Of It. But It Was Not Unexpected. They Have Always Been A Threat And Always
Will Be. The Battle Between Demons And Humans Must Be Fought Over And Over, Until They Defeat
You.?

? Or we defeat them?? Drust says hopefully.

? No,? thevoicesays. ? The Demonata Are Creatures Of Pure Magic. Their Power Is Beyond That Of
Humanity. That Is Something No Force Can Change. In The Past We Protected Humans And Prevented
Demonic Incursions. But We Must Move On. We Cannot Stay And Repulse The Demon Hordes
Indefinitdy.?

? But you can help us stop this current assault,? Drust groans, hisvoice laced with more than a hint of
desperation. He looks up and hiseyes arered. | redize he? scrying. ? Y ou can show me the location of
the tunnd entrance. Y ou can tel me how to closeit.?

Another pause. Then the voice says, ? Our Time HereIs Almost At An End, But While We Remain, We
Will Assist, AsWeAlways Have.?

One of the shapes contracts and changes color, becoming green, brown, gray, blue. It takes on the form
of land, only much smaller than redl land. | haven? t seen one of these before but | know what itis. ? A
map,? | mutter.

? Aye,? Drugt says, studying the map eagerly, reading it inways| cannot. To theright there? sashining
dot, thesze of my smdlest nail. ? That? swherethe tunnel entrancelies?? Drust asks.

?1tls?
? That? snot sofar.? Drust looks excited. ? We can betherein eight or nine daysif we march hard.?

? Indeed.? The map changes and the shape resumesits original, ever-shifting form. ? But Y ou Do Not
Have Such Tempora Luxury.?

Drugt frowns. ? What do you mean??
? The Demonata Gather,? the voice says. ? We Can Sense Them Now That We Have Focused. They
Press And Rip At The Fabric Of ThisUniverse. In Two Days And Nights The First Demon Masters Will

Cross.?

Drust? sfaceturnsasickly gray color. ? No! They can? t! Not when we? re so close! We have to stop
them! Youmust hdp udl ?

? We Cannot,? thevoice says. ? We Are Confined Here And Our Powers Are Fading Fast. From This
Place, In Our Condition, We Cannot Speed Y ou On Y our Way.?

?But...? Drust dropsto hisknees. ? We? re damned then? There? s no hope??



? There s Always Hope,? thevoice answers. ? Y ou Have Two Days And Nights.?
? But we can? t movethat quickly, even with magic,? Drust complains.
? YouMust Find A Way,? thevoicesays. ? Or Perish.?

Drust nods bitterly, getting his emotions under control. When he addresses the Old Crestures again, he
speaks neutrdly. ? If we makeit in time, we can close the tunnel ??

? You Can,? thevoicesays. ? But You Already Knew The Answer To That Question.?

Drust looks sideways at me, then lickshislips. ? Aye,? he croaks. ? But | hoped ...I thought there might
be other ways.?

? No,? thevoicesays. ? TherelsOnly One.?

? Sobeit,? Drust says, even more stone-faced than usud. ? Will she suffice? A demon master worked
acharm on her. She has not been warped by his touch??

? No,? thevoicesays. ? Actudly, Without It She Would Not Have Been Suitable.?

Drugt looks puzzled. ? Do you know why? ? he begins, but | interrupt before he finishes, unable to hold
my tongue any longer.

? Pardon me,? | say, my voicetrembling, ? but how can we close the tunnel? What? smy part in this??
? Quiet!? Drust snaps. ? You have no right to speak! Thisplaceis? ?

? Peace,? thevoice cutsin gently but firmly. ? All Who Come Before Us Have The Right To Be Heard.
The Girl Has Asked A Question. It Will Be Answered.?

? But | only brought her to make sure shewas pure! ? Drust shouts. ? She hasno? ?

The rock benegth our feet shudders. 1t? sal thewarning Drust requires. He closes his mouth and hangs
his head.

? The Tunne Between Y our Universe And The Demonata? s Has Been Created By A Human Magician,
? thevoiceexplains. ? He Must Be Eradicated For The Tunnel To Be Closed, But That Spell Requires
A Sacrifice.?

? A human sacrifice?? | guess.
? It IsMore Specific Than That. The Killing Of A Human Would Not Generate The Power Necessary
To Destroy The Tunndl. A Magician Must Be Saughtered In Order For The Spell To Work.? The

voice pauses. Drust looks up at me with haunted? but firm, ungpologetic? eyes. ? A Druid Must be
Killed,? thevoice concludes, ? Or A Priestess.?

Taming TheWild
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THE Old Creaturesfal silent and | get the sense that they won? t talk to us again. Drust sensesit too
and preparesto leave in ahurry without asking any further questions. Once we? ve recast the breathing
and warming spells, hetakes my hand? without looking mein theeye? and we jump into the pool, sink,
then return through the tunndl. | thought we? d move dower thistime, because the force of the water is
agang us, but it? sexactly the same as before.

Shooting out of the tunndl, werise to the surface, where we hang, bobbing up and down with the swell of
thewaves. | don? t break my breathing spell ? the water is till foaming over my head. With hisfree
hand, Drust points at the cliff face. | think he? smad? there? sno way we can makethe cliff safely or
dimbit evenif wecould? but | don? t argue as he guides ustowardsit, opposing the pull and cut of the
waves.

We move on the surface of the sea aswe moved below, propdled by magic? not swvimming, but gliding
like seabirds across the surf. The wind and waves lash us angrily, as though enraged by our ability to defy
them.

Closer to the lethal screen of the cliff... closer... dmost upon it. One more sweep of awave and 1? |l be
ableto reach out and touch it.

We cometo astop and hang calmly in the water, risng and faling with the swell of the waves, but not
moving towards or away from the cliff. Drust puts his free hand on mine and movesit forward until |
make contact with the rock. He then nudges my other hand up beside it and releases both at the same
time. As soon as helets go, the wind and waves bite a me, trying to rip meloose. | cling to the cliff by
my fingertips and scream, shattering the bresthing spell.

Then Drugt? sarm isaround me and he? sshouting inmy ear, ? Climb! Keegp going! Don? t look down!
?

21?21 fdll? | shriek. ? 1?1l drown! ?

? Youwill if youdon? tdimb!? hebedlows, digging hischin hard into my neck.

Since | ? ve no choice but to climb and risk death or stay and diefor certain, | push my left hand up,
searching for ahandhold. After asecond or two | find one and rest amoment, face turned away from the
Soray of thewaves. Then | move my right hand up. My feet follow automatically, scrabbling for toeholds.
Drust keeps his hand on me, steadying me by placing pressure on my shoulder, then my back, my
bottom, my legs, finaly my feet. When | move out of reach, he shouts at meto stop, then climbs up after
me until we? relevd. Thenit? smy turnto lead again.

That? show we progress, asmall stretch of cliff at atime, dragging our way up, defying the angry howls
of the sea, disturbing seagullsin their dumber. Drugt only uses magic when | dip, to kegp me hangingin
the air momentarily so that | can grab hold of apiece of rock again.

| look down once and immediately wish | hadn? t.

? We? Il never makeit,? | sob, feding my strength ebb away, certain 1 ? 11 collapse soon, not even able
to keep mysdf going with magic.



? Wewill,? Drugt replies stubbornly, then pinches me to get me moving again.

* % %

Findly, when|? ve started to think thisisanightmare from which 1 ? || never avake, we makeit to the
top and friendly hands pull us over the edge of the dliff, then carry usto our clothes. Fiachnahasto help
medipintomine? my fingers are too numb to grasp and manipulate the materid.

They ask what happened, where we? ve been, how we survived, what we saw. They were surewe? d
drowned. Thelr excitement at finding us dive makes them babble like children.

Drugt ignoresthe questions and pulls on his robes. | ignore them aswell, too exhausted to provide
answers. When we? refully dressed, the clothes delicioudy warm on my cold-blue skin, Drust tdlsthe
others we need some time on our own. He marches me along the cliff to where ajutting rock sheltersus
from the wind. Settling behind it, Drust starts afire usng magic, makesit expand so the flames are three
timestheir normal sze, then Ststaring into the heart of the blaze, saying nothing.

? Why didn? t youtdl me?? | say when | ? m warm enough to spesk.

? 1 couldn? t,? hereplies. ? Youwouldn? t have comewith me.?

? I might.?

? No. You wouldn? t have trusted me. Nor would the others.?

? So you were going to keep it secret?? | snort. ? Not tel me until we got to the tunnd, then kill me
without asking??

? Aye.? Helooksat me sideways, torn between arrogance and shame. ? That? s part of the reason |
was so hard on you to begin with. Yes, | needed to bring your magic out? you weren? t powerful
enough theway you were. But | dso didn? t want to get close to you because | knew | ? d haveto...?
He stops and looks at the fire again.

? Wasthere another magician with you when you first set off?? | ask.

Henods. ? An apprentice. No grown druid would accompany me. As| told you before, they have no

lovefor Chrigtians and will be quite pleased if the Demonatatake over thisland. But | found an
apprentice who was born here, whose family still live on these shores. He was happy to lay down hislife

if necessary.?
?1£?? | sneer. ? Youtold himit might not be??

Drugt blushes. ? | said there might be other ways. It wasn? t atota lie. Until | asked the Old Creatures, |
gill hoped...? Hetralsoff into slence.

? Isit truly theonly way?? | murmur after awhile.

? Sothe Old Creatures said,? hesghs.



? They couldn? t bewrong?? He shakes hishead. ? Then we must go there and you must kill me,? |
mutter, and his neck practically snaps as hishead lifts sharply.

? What?? he gasps.
? If that? sthe only way to close the tunnd, we must do it.?

? Youmeanyou? Il let me. ..? He stopsand scratches his head. ? Why? Now that you know, you don
? t have to come. Y ou can flee, sail for safe landsto the east. With your power, you could become a
priestess of high standing or even adruid. There? snever been afemde druid, but you can control mae
magic, o perhapsyou? d bethefird. You don? t haveto stay? or die.?

| garea him asif he? sinsane. ? But the tunnel would remain open,? | say dowly. ? Thedemon
masterswould cross. They? d kill everyone, then make them walk around as undead daves. | can? t let

that happen.?

? Evenif it meansyour own deeth?? Drust asks.

? Of course.? | frown. ? Why do you ask methis?'Y ou fed the same way. Otherwise why come on this
quest and risk your life??

He shiftsuncomfortably. ? My reasons are not the same asyours. These aren? t my people, so | don? t
really care whether they live or die. And | never planned to perish. Theriskswere high but | hoped? dill
hope? to get out of heredive. But if you go on, it? sto certain death, one way or the other. How can
you do that??

? How can | not?? | reply Smply. ? Onelifeisnothing when measured againgt thousands. | ? d giveita
dozen times over to savethelives of those | care about.?

? And those you don? t know, who mean nothing to you??

? Aye?

Drust chucklesdarkly. ? A teacher of mine once said we druids knew nothing of ordinary people, that
we? d been gpart from them so long, we couldn? t understand them anymore. | didn? t agree, but | see
now that he was wiser than me. Y our way of thinking is opposite to ours. No druid would throw away
hislife to save others. Some let themsalves be sacrificed when they believe it will lead to grester power in
the Otherworld. But | know none who? d offer themselves asyou have.?

? Thenthey? refools,? | tdl him. ? A single person isnothing. Only the clan matters.?

Drust shakes hishead again. ? So different,? he mumbles, then looks a me with fresh respect. ? Very
well, Bec. Our quest continues, even though | believeit? s doomed and we won? t make the tunnd in
time. But if we do, you know what must be done??

? Aye?

? You? |l accept my guidance, follow my orders, let mekill you??

A short pause. Then, softly but firmly, ? Aye.?



? You areatrue hero.? Heamileswanly. ? Now get some deep, little girl. We must leave as soon as
possible, but we? rein no condition to march tonight. We? Il wait for morning, then make our way east
asquickly aswecan.?

2 Isitdl rightif | deep with the others?? | ask.

? You? retired of my company?? Before| can answer, he grunts, ? Of course. They? re your people.
Spend as much time with them as you wish.?

? Thank you.? | rise and make my way around the rock, bowing my head against thewind. As| round
therock there? sanoise, like hooves skittering over grass. | glance up but thewind and rain arein my
eyesandit? safew seconds before | can see clearly. When | look, there? snothing nearby. | don? t
worry about it as| tramp back to camp? nothing can harm ushere? but | wonder. Becauseif it wasn? t
my imagination, it was probably just arabbit or fox. But it might have been ahuman? one who could
movevery, very fast....

* * %

When 1 ? m back with the group, | ask Bran if he waslistening to what Drust and | were saying. The boy
gmilesfoolishly, as he normaly does, and gabbles afew meaninglesswords. | fed uneasy about it as|
ettle down to deep. Then Bran snuggles up beside me for warmth and murmurs ? FHower? under his
breath as he folds his arms around me.

| laugh a mysdlf, misgivings vanishing. It probably wasn? t Bran | heard when | was coming back, only a
wild anima. And evenif it was him, what of it?We? ve nothing to fear from Bran. What harm could a
poor, innocent, muddled boy like him do?

* % %

Drust addresses us early in the morning. He saysthe location of the tunnel has been reveded to him but
doesn? t mention the fact that | have to be sacrificed to closeit. Then he outlines our main problem.

? Thetunnd liesto the east of your village,? he says. ? A march of at least aweek, probably longer. But
we only have two days and nights. Then the demon masterswill break through and we? refinished. It will
betoo late to repair the damage.?

? Thenwe? velog,? Goll sayssoftly. ? We cametoo late.? ? Probably,? Drust agrees. ? But we have
to try. We? Il push on as quickly aswe can. Runin bursts. Use boats or rafts on rivers and streams
where possible. And pray to the gods that the demons encounter some unexpected delay. ?

? What about magic?? Fachnaasks. ? Can? t you use that to make us go quicker?? He? shad ahard
night. The demon poison from the bite has spread and the whole of his upper body isan ugly purple
color. He has the shakes and is swesating badly. | tried to cure him, without success. | asked Drust if he
could help but he said thiswasn? t something he had any knowledge of.

? There are gpdlIsthat would dlow usto run much fagter,? Drust says. ? But they? reincredibly tiring.
They? d let us push our bodiesto their limits, but we could easily pass those limits without knowing and
drop dead. If it was amatter of aday or two? smarch, I ? d risk it. But the distance istoo great. When
we? re closer, we? || gamble. But not now.?



? What if you cast the spell on only afew of us?? Lorcan asks. ? We could provideridesfor the rest of
you.?

Drust blinks. ? Useyou ashorses?? he says, astonished.

? Why not?? Theteenager shrugs. ? We? |l die anyway if the demons break through. Bec and Bran are
too smdl, and Fiachna? sin no shapeto carry anyone, but the rest of us could? ?

? Not me!? Connlabarks. ? 1? m not running mysdf dead for that damn druid! ?
? You? drather perish at the hands of demons?? Goll asks coolly.

? 1won? t? ? Connlagartsto shout, then stops and growls. ? | mean, | ? d rather take my chanceswith
the mongters. | trust them more than this one. Y ou know where you stand with demons.?

? You? reafool,? Goll saysbluntly, then faces Drust. ? Even without our young king, Lorcan and |
could carry you and Bec. And Bran could keep up, the speed heruns at. It means|eaving Fiachna
behind, but he? Il probably die soon anyway.? Hegrinsbleskly at Fiachna. ? Sorry for being so blunt.?
? Don? t worry about it,? Fachnawheezes, grinning back.

? Maybe Lorcan doesn? t want to carry me,? | say quietly, recaling his outburst the night before.

Lorcan grumbles something, then raises his voice but keeps his eyeslowered. ? | was upset about losing
Ronan. | reacted savagely and said things | didn? t mean. | beg your pardon.?

? Youdon?tneedto.? | amile

Lorcan looks up, returns my smile, then squintsat Drust. ? Well?Will it work??

?1? mnot sure,? Drust says and does some quick calculations. ? We could cover maybe half the
distanceinaday if wedid it your way? but only if you ran nonstop, which would certainly mean your
deaths.?

? Never mind that,? Goll snorts. ? If we get you hdfway, it leaves you with athree-or four-day march.
If youwalk by night aswell asday...?

? Wedlill won? t be quick enough,? Drust mutters. ? Bec and | could use magic to run faster after you
died, but we? d have to rest often to arrive fit enough to cast our spdlls. It would take at least two days,
making threein total. The demon masterswill have crossed by then.?

? But we? ve more hopethisway,? Lorcan notes. ? Sowe? || haveto chanceit. Aye??

? If you? rewilling to make that sacrifice,? Drust saysdowly, ? then... aye.?

? You? remad,? Connlasneers. ? You? Il kill yourselvesfor nothing instead of doing the wisething.?

? Andwhat? sthat?? Goall inquireswith dl the sweetness of abat? shite.



Connlapointswest. ? We? re on the coast, fools! Find aboat. Set sail. Get out of here before the
demonsdaughter you al.?

Goall shakeshishead. ? | never had a high opinion of you but | wouldn? t have expected this. Flee when
there? sa chance to save those we | eft behind? Run when there? sawar to be fought? | don? t believe
you? re of our people. | think Conn reared achangeling.?

? Isthat so?? Connlagrowls, drawing hissword. ? Well, watch closaly, old man, whilethis changding
ripsyour guts out and? ?

? Run fast! ?

The shout joltsus dl. Bran roared it at the top of hisvoice, which islouder than anyone expected.
Lorcan, who was closest to him, has covered his earswith his hands and is grimacing.

The strange boy from the crannog isglaring & us, handson hips. ? Runfagt,? herepests, Siffly thistime,
looking from one of usto the other like a brehon passing judgment on a pack of bickering complainants.
Then he points at the scraggly pony in the distance? it survived thenight? and says, in atone that
brooks no argument, ? Bubbly! ?

Then he takes off, running as swiftly as he can, becoming afast-moving speck within seconds. We stare
after Bran, bewildered, then at each other. The hest of the moment has dwindled avay and those who
were arguing look embarrassed.

? Where do you think he? sgoing?? Fiachnaasks of no onein particular.

? That boy? samydery evento himsdlf,? Drust answers, then sighs and looks at Lorcan and Goll. ?
But we can? t wait here to wonder about him. If we? reto set off asagreed, it? sbest we start now. If
both of you are dtill sure...?

Goll and Lorcan nod. Drust beckons them forward. | see hislips move as he beginsto cast a spell.

? Wait.? | step between the warriors and Drust, my eyes on the far-off form of Bran. ? | think we
should leaveit awhile.?

? Bec, | know you care about us.. . .? Goll begins, but | shake my head.
? 1t? snot that. | think Bran hasaplan. He can help us.?
? How?? Drug frowns. ? By being bubbly??

? | don? t know. But my ingtinct tells me we should wait. We can march but we shouldn? t cast any
gpells. Not until we seewhat Bran? sup to.?

? Andif he? supto nothing?? Drugt asks. ? If he? ssmply running around for the sake of it, or because
we upset him?If he never returns??

? 1 can? t answer that. | don? t know. | just think it would be amistake to use our magic now.?

Drust studies mein silence, troubled. The others are staring at metoo, but it? sclear from ther



expressonsthat they? Il leave this decision to the druid.

? Sobeit,? Drug huffs, thenlaughs. ? | must be as mad as the boy, but I ? || go with your ingtinct. We?
Il leavethe magic for awhile. 1? m not setting atime limit, but if | start to fed he? salost cause, that? s
that. Agreed??

| nod reluctantly and mutter aquick prayer under my breath that | ? m not wrong about the brain-addled
Bran.

* * %

We make good early progress, me riding piggyback on Lorcan. But Fiachnafindsit hard to keep the
pace. 1t? sclear we? Il haveto leave him behind soon, to die alone in the wilderness. My heart weeps at
the thought, as 1 remember my childish dreams of putting magic behind me and becoming hiswife. But
dreams are dreams and redlity ? sredlity. Few if any of usare going to survive the next few days. We can
? t befoolish about this. If Fiachnacan? t keep up, he must be abandoned.

As|? mthinking that, Fiachnastumbles? Goll has been hdf-supporting him? then dumpsto the ground
and rests, massaging his neck, whichispure purple. ? I1? mfinished,? hesaysquietly. ? Leaveme.?

? Wecould...if youwant . . .? Goll mumbles, touching the hilt of hissword.

? No.? Fachnasmileswegkly. ? 1? d rather lie here, watch the clouds drift across the sky, and diein
my own, natura time. 1t? s peaceful.?

? But thepain?? Goll inquires.

? Not so bad,? Fachnasays. ? It wasworsein the night. Thefire? sturnedtoiice. It ill hurtsbut | can
bear it.?

? Vey wdl.? Goll sdutesthe blacksmith. Lorcan salutestoo and so does Connla, though hissauteis
quick and disinterested.

Drust spreads his hands over Fiachna. ? | will pray for your spirit. And if we succeed, 1? |l tll people of
your bravery and the debt they owe you.?

? Thank you.? Fiachnacoughs, then shudders.

| knedl beside him. A few weeks ago | would have fought not to cry. But now | let tearsflow fredly. |
don? t care how |? m supposed to behave. | ? || missFachnadreadfully and | want him to know that.

? | could...if there? sanything...l wish...? | can? t find suitable words. In the end | abandon speech,
throw my arms around Fiachna, and kiss him fully, akiss between awoman and aman. It? sthefirs time
I? ve ever kissed someonethisway. It will also probably be the last.

Fachnasmileswhen | break the embrace. ? | had my eye on you for afew years, Little One. If you hadn
? tbeen apriestess. . .? Hetouchesmy left cheek with cold, trembling fingers. ? Perhgpsin the
Otherworld??

?1? |l pray for it,? | sob, then rise and stumble away, wiping tears from my cheeks, not looking back for



fear 1? d crumble completely and beg to stay with him. There? sno timefor that. He must die by himself
on thismiserable day if we areto press on and prevent many more from dying soon &fter.

| hear Lorcan ask, ? Do you heed aweapon??

Fiachnareplies, ? No. | have my knife. If 1? m not dead by nightfal, and the demons come, that will take
care of thejob.?

Then1? m gone. The others soon come after me? Connlaamong them, dthough | half-expected him to
part from us here? our rankslessened by thefal of yet one more much loved friend.

* % %

An hour later. Jogging steadily. Silent, thoughts heavy, wondering if Fiachna has succumbed to the
disease yet or istill clinging on. Then noisesfrom thefar sde of ahill. Like the growing sound of
thunder, only coming from the ground, not the sky. We look around, puzzled. Then Connlagasps, ?
Horses! ?

Moments later they appear, galloping over the hill, saven of them. Six are bareback. On the seventh, a
rider? Bran! Helaughs as the horses surge around us and come to a stop. He hops off and beams,
pointing to the steeds. ? Bubbly,? he says proudly. ? Runfast!?

? | don? t bdieveit!? Goll howlswith ddight.

? Will the spellswork onthem?? | ask Drust quickly.

? Aye.? Hesmiles softly with wonder. ? And they can run much quicker than we could. We? Il be dble
to rest them every few hours and gill make greet time.?

? Enough?? | ask. ? Will we get to the tunndl before...??
? Possibly,? Drust says. ? Butlet? snot waste precious minutes talking about it. Mount up! ?

As Goll puts me atop one of the smaller horses? |? ve never been on one before, so | ? m nervous? and
the other men mount theirs, Bran looksfor Fiachna.

? Drug,? | call, then nod backward. ? Could we...??

? There? sno point,? Drust saysaskindly as he can. ? Whether he dies on the ground or on horseback,
he? Il surdly die, if hehasn? t dready.?

| think about that and how hard it would be to bid Fiachna farewell asecond time. | nod sadly, shedding
afew fresh tears.

? Do you want ahorse?? Goll gruntsat Connla
The arrogant warrior stares back haughtily. ? Why wouldn? t 1?27?

? | thought, from what you said earlier, you might have other plans. Y ou don? t need a horse to get to the
coast or hunt for aboat.?



Connlasneers. ? | never said | wasleaving. | smply said it would be the wise thing for therest of you to
do. I'? m not onefor running away from achalenge.? And, with Goll staring at him in disbelief, he legps
up on one of the horses? backs and sitsthere regdly, looking camer and more relaxed than any of us.

Drust workshisspdl? | help, once he? sdemonsirated on the first horse? and moments|later we? re
off. The seventh, riderless horse runs along behind us, but we? re going too fast for it, sped dong by

magic. It soon gives up and turns aside to head back wherever it came from, leaving usto charge across
theland ahead of even the jealouswind.

TheFinal Day

WE move sofas, it? s asthough we? re not redly part of the world. The horses push on at tremendous
speeds without appearing to tire. 1t? sonly when we stop at Drust? s command that they sweat and pant,
trembling from exhaustion. We rub them down to warm them, find water for the beaststo drink, and let
them graze for awhile. The others are keen to continue but Drust says we mustn? t rush the horses.

? 1?7 mkeeping aclose eyeon thetime,? he snaps, irritated at being questioned. ? Thisismy quest. 1? m
the one who knows what we can and can? t do, when to race and when to rest.?

While the horses are grazing, the druid approaches me. ? | want you to ride beside me when we
remount,? he says. ? I”? m going to teach you the spells needed to close the tunnel. ?

? Why? | thought you were going to cast them.?

? | am. But if anything should happentome...?

? The Old Creatures said it would only work if amagician or priestess was sacrificed.?

Drugt sighs. ? Aye. But if the worst comes to the worgt, you might aswell try it on one of the others.
Cast the spdl? it? scomplicated but | think you? |l be ableto master it? then pick someone for
sacrifice. . .? Hehestates, gaze flickering over my friends. It comesto rest on Bran.

?No,? | say indtantly.

? He? sakind of magician,? Drust says. ? Of thefour, he? d be most suitable. Y ou? d stand a better
chancewith himthan? ?

? No,? | say again. ? Gall or Lorcan would givetheir liveswillingly? maybe even Connla, though |
doubt it? but Bran wouldn? t understand. He couldn? t make achoice. | won? t kill someonewho
doesn? t know what? sbeing asked of him.?

? 1? m not so sure hewouldn? t understand,? Drust murmurs. ? But if hedidn? t, wouldn? t that be for
the best? 'Y ou could do it quickly, mercifully. He needn? t even know what? s happening.?

| shake my head stubbornly. ? If | haveto, |1 ? Il ask one of the others. But | won? t murder Bran.?

? Even knowing the consequencesiif wefail?? Drust asks menacingly.
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? Eventhen,? | mutter. ? There are certain things we should never do. Otherwisewe? Il becomelikethe
demons? mere monsters, best suited to the dark.?

Drugt shrugs sourly. ? Asyouwish. If luck iswith us, it won? t cometo that. But | thought 1”? d make
you aware of your options. Just in case.?

Herises and shouts at Bran to gather the horses? though they obey uswhen we? re on their backs, they
revert to creatures of the wild when left to graze, and only Bran can get close to them. Soon we? re off,
racing through aforest, Drust riding beside me, teaching me the spdlsthat will hopefully destroy the
tunnel between thisworld and the Demonata? s.

Werest severd times over the course of the day. The third time, one of the horses collapses and dies. |
ride with Bran after that, my hands loose around hiswaist. | can tell he enjoys having me behind him by
the way hetilts his head back to nuzzle my cheek.

We gtop for nightfall. Thistime Lorcan and Goll don? t question Drust? sjudgment, but it? splainfrom
their worried expressions that they think we should press on. Drust seesthis, and though he scowls, he
takes the time to reassure them. ? We made excellent progresstoday. If we rest the horses tonight, we
can push them hard tomorrow and arrive at the tunnédl by afternoon. If we continued now, they? d die
before dawn, leaving usto walk? wewouldn? t makeit ontime.?

Many demons pass us during the night, snuffling and snorting, more than 1 ? ve ever seen before. It must
be because we? re so close to the tunnel through which they cross. 1t? shard masking the horsesfrom
the demons, but Bran gathered them in asmall circle before dusk and dozes in the middie of them,
waking whenever one girs, shushing them, keeping them motionless.

| don? t deep. | can? t. Thisis probably my last night dive. 1t? shorrible, lying here, shivering with cold
and fear, knowing what? sto come, thinking about death and dl that 1? Il lose. Why couldn? t | have
fdlenin battle, killed quickly, no time to worry about the Otherworld and what | was leaving behind?
Thiswaiting isworse than deeth itself.

| have moments of doubt in the middle of the night, when theworld isalondly place. | could run. Desert
with Connla. I ? m not surewhy he? s stuck with usthislong. He could have left when we were at the
coast or when Bran brought the horses. He said he wasn? t oneto flee achalenge but maybeit? sjust
that he fears running by himsdlf, with no oneto watch hisback. If | said 1? d go with him, 1”2 m certain he
? djump at the chance. With his strength and standing, allied to my magica abilities, we could bea
mighty pair. Set oursalves up asrulers of some far-off tuath. Connlaaking, me a priestess-queen.
All-powerful.

It? stempting. | know my duty and | believe my suffering will be brief, that 1 ? |l find peacein the
Otherworld. But in my heart | ? m ayoung girl, afraid of the darkness of death, wanting to grow up and
see more of theworld, taste more of life. | cry quietly to mysalf, thinking of the terrible sacrifice | must
make, the joys | will never know, thelove 1 ? || now definitely never find. Part of me wantsto dither
acrossto Connla, put my offer to him, then legp on ahorse and ride out of thisnightmare asfast as| can.

But | don? t. Duty winsout over fear intheend. | can? t stop the shivers or the fast beat of my heart, but
| can wipe away tears and hold my ground. And | do. | hate the prospect of dying and I ? m more afraid



than | ever thought | could be. But if thisismy destiny...if it? swhat the gods ask of me... so beit. Better
to diefor my peoplein my own land than rule in another and suffer alifetime of cowardly guilt.

* % %

Many of the demons return in the hour before dawn, some bearing trophies of their battles with humans?
heads, limbs, torsos, sometimes children who are dtill dive, kicking and screaming interror. 1t? shard to
ignore the cries of the young but there? s nothing we can do without giving our position away. If wedid
that, the demons would attack in great and unmerciful force and we? d dl perish.

? They? Il bethelast,? Drust whispers, hiseyeshard. ? After tomorrow, no morewill die a the hands
of the Demonata.?

? You promise?? | ask, my fears and doubts causing me to question him, desperately searching hisface
for ahint of thelie that would provide me with an excuseto bail out.

? | promise,? Drust sayscadmly. ? It won? t be easy, but having comethisfar 1? m surewewon? tfail.
? Hepauses. ? You? re dtill prepared to...??

? Of coursel ? | snap, pretending to be offended by the notion that | might have had second thoughts.
Helaysagentle hand on my right knee. ? It will be quick. It won? t hurt. Y ou have my word.?

| shrug asif that was the furthest thing from my thoughts, then listen to the demons crashing by and try to
drown out the echoes of the children? s screams.

* k% %

Day. The order of theworld restored. My fina sun. Fittingly, it? s obscured by heavy gray clouds. 1? ve
heard that clouds are rarein some lands, that the sun shines al day in aclear blue sky. But surely those
arefanciful taes, told for the amusement of the young. Thisworld was made to be cloaked in gray. It
wouldn? t fed naturd if the sun shone brightly dl thetime,

Drust examines the horses and declares one of them unfit for thetrek. Welet it go, and after afew
mumbles from Bran it wanders off to find agood grazing spot. Perhapsit will be the only survivor of our
group thisday.

Before weleave, Drust makes afind speech, looking around dowly, his gaze lingering on each of usin
turn, first Connla, then Lorcan, Goll, Bran, and me.

?1? veacted asif | don? t care about you. In the beginning it wastrue. Y ou were figures for meto
manipulate, like pieces on my chessboard. | didn? t careif you lived or died. | couldn? t afford to.

? But1? vechanged. | wasn? t aware of it happening but it did. | think of you asfriendsnow. You? ve
been loyd and brave, putting the welfare of others before your own, risking al on the strength of my
promiseto rid thisworld of demons.

? So | say to you now, asfriends? you can leave. Only Bec and | need go on. If our plan works, there
won? t be any battle. If something goes wrong and we have to fight, the chances are you won? t make
much difference against the masses of demons. Y ou can step aside and return home without any shame



or guilt.?
He stops and awaits the men? sresponse.

? A gracious offer,? Goll ssyswarmly, ? but I ? Il stay. | want to see how it finishes, so | cantell thosein
our tuath and bask in the glory. 1? ve dways wanted to be part of alegend! ?

? Metoo,? Lorcan says. ? Besides, | want to kill afew more demons before you banish them from our
land. For Ronan.?

Weall look a Connla. ? 1?7 mgoing nowhere,? hesaysquietly, defiantly.

Drust amiles ? Truewarriorsoneand dl.? He puts ahand out and, one by one, wetouch it, until al of
usarejoined, even Bran, who squints a the hands asif he expectsatrick.

? Totheend,? Drugt sayssmply.
? Totheend,? we repedt.
? Of thedemons! ? Goll adds and we laugh.

Thenwemount up? Drust rideswith Bran, while| sit behind Lorcan? and set off. Our fina journey.
Our find chdlenge. My find day.

* % %

Working on the spells of closure. Not one spell but severa. Spellsto join split rock back together, move
earth, seal magica gaps. The mogt difficult spells1? ve ever tried to learn. Even with my vastly expanded
powers | have trouble mastering them. My tongue trips on the words. Despite my perfect memory, | get

the order wrong and muddle them up.

Drust doesn? t lose histemper. He repeats the spells over and over, making me dowly practice the
words and phrasesthat are particularly difficult.

? Thisishepful for metoo,? he says aswe take a short break. ? 1? ve never cast these spells before. It
? sgood that | get the order straight within my mind and the words clear on my tongue.?

? If you...if | haveto replaceyou,? | say. ? When do | make the sacrifice??

? You? Il know when thetime comes,? he says. ? The spelswill direct you. Thereisno sngleright
moment. These spells react to the threat that the caster faces, so they ? re different each time. Even as
you? re uttering them, they ? |l change. Aslong asyou keep the origina spells clear within your thoughts,
and don? t sumble, you? Il befine? the new spelswill carry you aong.?

? Andif | make amistake? Should | stop and start again??

? No,? hesaysquickly. ? Once you sart, you must continue. If you say awrong word or stutter, don? t
stop. Push on and hope the error wasn? t important. There will be forces working in opposition to our
magic. Once the Demonata redlize what we? re doing, they? Il set themselves againg us. The spellswill
protect us? | hope? but if they break down, asecond isdl it will take for our enemiesto destroy us.?



| wish he could be more encouraging, but thisisatimefor the truth, however troubling it might be. So |
listen. And repeat. And hope that 1 ? m never charged with the task of having to do this. Because1? m
not only unsure whether or not 1? d be ableto get the spellsright? | dso don? t know if | could bring
mysdlf to take up awegpon againgt one of my friendsand kill him.

TheWorld Beneath

T HE tunnel. The rent between thisworld and the Demonata? s. The passageway for demons. The
source of the nightmares.

We? re here.

It? san hour or so before sunset. We? ve set the horses free and are on our knees, hiding behind bushes,
studying the scene. A holein the ground ahead isthe foca point. The branches of thetreesaround it are
thick with strips of cloth, bits of wood, bodies of the dead. A solid ceiling, like the one around the ring of
magica stones where we shdltered earlier, in what fedls now like a separate age.

Beneath the cover of thetrees? hordes of demons. Most deeping. Some fighting, playing with dead
bodies, eating. Every disgusting shape and shade imaginable. Some undead too, but not many.

? We? |l never get throughthem dl,? Goll whispers.

? | could createadiverson,? Lorcan suggests. ? Attack at one side and draw them away. The rest of
you could snesk in while they were dedling with me.?

? No,? Goll says. ? That wouldn? t work. Maybe Bran could dance and lead them astray.?

? Runfadt,? Bran says, nodding vigoroudy.

? Toomany,? Drust mutters. ? Not al would be lured away.?

? Magic?? | ask. ? A masking Sod|??

Drust nods. ? That? s our best hope but we can? t count on it. These are superior to most of the demons
we? vefaced. They? re some of the more powerful demons who have crossed, placed here by their
measters to guard the opening.?

? Then they might seethrough the spell,? | note.

? Aye. But we? |l havetorisk it. We? Il cast astrong spell over you, me, and Bran, then advance. Gall,
Lorcan, and Connla can attack at the sametime, at different spots, to create distractions.?

? Sounds good to me,? Goll says. ? How about you, my fine young...?? He stops, brow furrowing as
he stares at Connla. The vain warrior has cut the flesh of both his palms and is daubing his cheeks and
forehead with blood, quietly muttering words that could be either aspell or aprayer. ? What are you
doing?? Goll askssuspicioudy.
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Connlafinishesthe spell or prayer, then smiles. ? A bit of added protection.?
? That won? t hep,? Drust says.

?We? Il see,? Connlachuckles, casualy glancing over the top of the bush at the demons. ? Well, [? m
ready. Make up your minds, tell me what you want to do, and on we? Il go.?

Drust regards Connlawith uneasy surprise. Somewarriors are never afraid going into bettle, but Connla
isn? t one of them. Y et here he squats, more a peace than anyone, looking like aman with nothing to
lose or no notion of loging.

? Y ou understand what we? rediscussing?? Drust asks. ? If youfight, you? Il die. It will taketimeto
cast the spdlls of closure. The demonswill kill you whilewe? re at work.?

? Just worry about your magic, druid,? Connlalaughs. ? Leave usto handle the fighting.?

? Amanalagt,? Goll remarkswryly, then faces Drust. ? So thethree of uswill attack the demonswhile
you, Bran, and Bec forge ahead on your own??

Drugt hesitates, then aoruptly changes hismind. ? No. Some demons may have ordersto stay by the
entrance in case of an attack. It might be better if we don? t give them advance warning. We? Il sick
together and push on asagroup. If they see through the spell, Bec and | will make adash for the hole
and the rest of you can fight then.?

? Wewon? t let you down,? Connlasaysgrandly.

Drust and | concentrate and draw upon our magic. The night? srest has done me aworld of good, even
though | didn? t deep. | fee power bubbling up insde, stronger than ever. When | cast the masking spell,
| add afew twiststo it, improvisng, improving on the spell that Drust taught me. The druid feesthe
strength of the new spell. He? s surprised, but follows my lead, and we carefully wrap our smal group
safdy withinit.

? Thegpdl will trail us,? 1 tedl Drust when we? refinished. ? Wewon? t need to maintain it aswe walk.
We can focus on the task ahead.?

? How did you managethat?? heasks, dightly jedlous.
| shrug. ? It just cameto me.?

Drust sighs. ? Such promise. There? s so much you could do, maybe more than any magician has ever
done. I wish...? Hesopsand steels himself. Checks that everybody has aweagpon to hand (except
smple Bran). Then we push through the bush and enter the camp of the Demonata.

* % %

The spell holds. We edge through the demonic ranks, carefully stepping over tentacles and twisted limbs,
ignoring the stench of rotting human bodies and the even fouler smells of the demons. Most are larger
than any who attacked our rath. They look fiercer and stronger. | don? t think we would have survived
an assault by thislot. Y et these aren? t the strongest Demonata, only the more worthy servants of the
demon magers.



Until thismoment | didn? t truly believe the demonswould overrun the land. | wasinwardly sure that my
people would fight hard and win in some places, repd the demons, hold their own. Now | know | was
wrong. If wefail and the demon masters cross, dl will fal in quick succession. Depending on how fast the
demons move, thisentireland could be asteaming pile of ruins, broken bones, and decaying flesh within
awesk.

Bran studies the demons with interest, smiling a some of the more hideoudy deformed monsters. Connla
castsacool eye over them, acting unimpressed, asif they were aflock of scraggly sheep. Everybody else
looks at them with disgust and fear.

A four-headed, red-skinned demon stirs and looksright a me. | freeze, certain it? s seen through the
spell. But then it belches, pits out a chewed-up hand, and lowersits head again. | step over the
half-dissolved, bile-speckled hand and fight to keep my stomach quiet as we pass the dozing mongter.

Closeto the hole. It looks like anaturd rip in the earth, though the area around it has been torn at and
dug up to enlarge the mouth. No demonsrest close by ? they keep at least Six or seven paces away from
the hole.

We dip through a space between two misshapen demons and enter the clearing. Drust walksto the rim
of the hole and looks down. | step up beside him and see along shaft angling down, deep into the earth.
Unnaturd hest billowsfromit. | want Drust to Start the spells here, close the tunnel from this point, not
lead us down that shaft to whatever horrorslie benegth.

But Drust points down, as| knew he would. He makes surewe al understand, then lowers himself into
the hole, searching for handholds, descending into the darkness of the pit. | go next, then Bran, Lorcan,
Gall. Connlabrings up therear.

Therock is hot to the touch but bearable. Lots of holds. Easy to climb. The shaft turnsto the left after a
while. Pure darkness around the bend. | pause, look up at the overcast but beautiful human evening sky
onelast time, then dide acrossinto eterna, demonic night.

* % %

Weclimb for five minutes, ten, dowly fegling our way down. | could cast alighting spell but Drust hasn?
t, so | don? t think | should either. I ? m expecting the descent to last for ages. But afew minuteslater we
hit level ground and are soon standing in ahuddle, not sure what to do next, afraid to continue in case we
? reon aplatform overhanging adeadly drop.

? 1?7 mgoing to fed ahead with magic,? Drust whispers. ? Y ou try too. Explore with your mind. Try and
determine where we are and what lies ahead.?

| closemy eyes? not that it makes any differencein thisplace? and send out mental feders. But I? m
not very good at thistype of magic. | get the sense of alarge space around us? acave, | think? but |
can? t be sure of itsexact Sze. And 1 ? ve no ideawhat the ground islike underfoot, whether it? ssolid,
breaks off into nothingness after afew feet, or islittered with traps.

Fortunately Drust is more accomplished at thisthan me, and aminute later he sighs the contented sigh of
aman who hasfinaly found what he? sbeen looking long and hard for. ? 1t? sdl right,? he says,
excitement inhisvoice. ? We? rehere.?



Light flaresdimly in hisleft hand. Sowly, heletsit grow and expand, filling hispam and thenrisng to
hang in the hot air above us. It lights up the entire cave, reveding asite of beautiful wondersand a
wretched terror.

Thewonders? V-shaped, glistening formations of a substance not quite rock. Some reach up from the
floor, others hang from the ceiling. All sorts of Szes. Water drips from the tips of some of the overhanging
shapes, to splash over the floor of the cave or one of the uprising V? s. In some placesit? sasif the
shapes are reaching for each other, growing towards one another.

There are other formations siretched between the floor and ceiling, some huge, otherstiny bulges. And an
underground waterfdl to our right, the water gppearing asif by magic from high up thewall, vanishing
through a crack in the rocks undernesth, flowing on to who knows where.

Thisiswhat | imagine the Otherworld or Tir nan? Og to belike. It doesn? t fed asif it belongsto our
world. It? ssoquiet? except for the noise of thewaterfall? and peaceful. | fed likeif | fell adeep, |
could snooze for a hundred years and not be any different when | awoke. Time doesn? t touch this cave
? orif it does, it touchesit softly, dowly, subtly.

But then there? sthe wretched terror, which isamost impossible to comprehend. And difficult to
describe.

There? sahole? the gtart of thetunnd? in one of thewalls of the cave. And around and within it, the
head and warped body of aman. The head hangs just above the hole, limp, its neck jutting out of the
rock. Itsbody is spread out around it, mixed in with the rock, part of thewall. An arm far off to the left.
A leg farther down to theright. The chest and stcomach torn open, surrounding the hole, someinner
organsvisbleingde the mouth of thetunndl.

Atfirg | think it? satrick of the rock formation, that the head has been stuck there to emphasize the
strange nature of the hole. Then | think that the body just adorns the outside of the rock, that bits and
pieces have been stuck on or crammed into cracks. But aswe move closer, drawntoitin silent
fascination and horror, | seethat isn? t right ether.

The body is the rock. Somehow the two exist together, occupying the same space. It? sasif therock
melted and the man stepped into it, coming apart as the rock grew hard again around him. It must have
been apainful way to die. Was he sacrificed? Did demons melt the rock and then?

The head bobs up and its eyesflicker open. | stifle ascream. There are gasps all around me. Gall,
Lorcan, and Connlaraise their wegpons automaticaly.

? No,? Drug says, sgnding for cam. ? 1t? sdl right. Hecan? t haam us.?

? Don? t be...so... sure,? theman in the rock croaks.

?Bdor? seyel? Goll exdams. ? It speaks! ?

? What isit?? Lorcan asks. ? What manner of...?? He stops, eyes narrowing. Takes a step ahead of

everyone, gazes a the face for along moment, then looks back at Drust. ? Druid, what spell isthis? That
faceisyours!?



| don? t understand what he? s saying until | look again and see that the face hanging from the rock is
very smilar to Drugt? s. Stubbly hair. Agonized eyes. A fuller beard. But his shape, his mouth, his
expresson.

? Hisnamewas Brude,? Drust says quietly, eyeslocked with theman? s. ? My twin brother. A druid
likeme?

? Brotherrrrrr,? the man who oncewas? or dill is? Brude sghs, then chuckles creskily. ? You have...
come... to witness... the glory??

? Brude hated Chrigtians more than most,? Drust says, ignoring the question. ? | was never surewhy.?

? Because... they... corrupt,? Brude hisses, eyesfilling with fury. ? They... change... that which... should
not... be changed. They... destroy.?

? He decided to fight them,? Drust continues. ? He sought away to defeat them. Magic failed him. So
did brute force when hetried to organize an army to lead againgt them. Inthe end heresorted to . . .?
Hetrails off into sllence for amoment, then speaks again, louder thistime. ? He opened the tunnel
between our world and the Demonata? s. Invited the demonsto cross. He? sresponsiblefor al the
savagery and deaths. He? sthe one we must stop if we areto closethe? ?

? That? swhy you came! ? | cry suddenly. ? The other druids refused to help, but your twin wasthe
cause of theinvasion. Y ou felt guilty. Y ou couldn? t bear to let so many people die because of him.?

Drugt nodsdowly. ? We were like two parts of the same person when we were children. If he cut
himsdlf, | hurt. When | was happy, he laughed. That changed with time, but the bond was awaysthere,
linking us, binding us. What he? sdoing iswrong. Chrigtianity can? t befought? and evenif it can, it
should be fought by human means, not demonic. | couldn? t stand by and Iet my brother? my own flesh
and blood? commit such an atrocity againgt the entire human race. | had to stop him.?

? Not such anoble cause then,? Connlasnickers. ? Youdidn? t rush to our rescue because you cared
for us, but because you didn? t likewhat your twin wasupto.?

Drugt shrugs. ? Do my motives matter? | came. | wish to put a stop to the madness. That should be
enough.?

?Can?t...stop,? Brudegrowls. Now that | ? mcloser | can see his heart beating dowly within the
wall, the rock pulsng dong with it. So he? snot just divewithin therock? therock isalivetoo.

? It hasto stop,? Drust says. ? Thisiswrong, Brude. The Demonatawill destroy everything. They won
? tsay onthisidand? they? Il find away to cross the seaand spread throughout the world, killing dl in
their path.?

? Good,? Brudegurgles. ? | want... them to. Except... our kind. The druidswill... stand firm. Wewon?
t...fdl. Theweak... will perish. The trong... will remain. Theway it... should be.?

Drugt shakes his head. ? Even the druidswould fal in the end. The Demonatadon? t share, or even rule.
They consume. All would fal to them? human, priestess, druid. All.?

Brude sneers. ? If 50...50 beit. Better aworld...of demons... than one...of Chrigtian ain.?



? Thisispointless,? Goll grunts. ? We could stand here arguing forever and not get anywhere. Will |
chop his head off at the neck and have done with it??

? That won? t stop him,? Drust says, moving closer, bresking eye contact with his brother to motion me
forward. ? Brude? s spirit isinfused with the rock. He has become part of the tunnel between worlds. He
isbeyond physica harm. We can only kill him by closing the tunndl.?

? Thendoiit, quick, and let? sbe out of here,? Lorcan says, eyeing Brude uneasily, tugging nervoudy at
his earrings, one after the other.

? You area... twintoo,? Brude sayshitterly. ? | can... tel. What would you... think if... your brother...
gpoke of killing... you??

? If | wasinyour place, | ? d say he had every right to spill my blood,? Lorcan answers iffly.

? Youlie? Brude snarls. ? Twin should... never raise ahand... againgt twin.? Hissnarl turnsto asmile.
? But...inthiscase...l don? t think...it will cometo. . . that. | smdll . . . afriend... among my... foes. He
will... protect me.?

Gall frowns. ? What? s hetalking about??

? Ignorehim,? Drust mutters. ? He? smad. Let? spushonand? ?

A cry of pain stopshim. It? sLorcan. As| whirl, the teen age warrior falsto the ground, clutching his
chest, blood pouring out around hisfingers.

? Demond ? Goll shouts, turning sharply, sword raised. He stops, bewildered. There are no demonsin
the cave behind Lorcan. Only Connla? with ablood-red knife and akiller? samile

Before anyone can react, Connlaraces to the cave entrance and roars up the shaft, ? Demonatal Hurry
to my Sde! Thereareenemiesin your midst! ?

Goll cursesvilely and starts across the cave. But then we hear the sounds of demons pouring into the hole
above and scrambling down the shaft. Goll stops, not sure what to do.

Drust ignores the chaos above us. He steps up, so he? samost face to face with histwin, then spesksto
me from the Sde of hismouth. ? 1? m going to start the spells. When | complete the first one, we? |l be
ableto enter thetunnd, where | ? I finish therest.?

? What about? ? | begin.

? Notime! ? he shouts. ? Ask them to fight and buy afew secondsfor us, and pray that? senough.?

Hislips start moving at an unnatura speed and his hands come up, glowing adark blue hue. Brude curses
him but Drust ignores the foul insults and carries on with the spell.

| turn my attention to Connlaand Goall. Connlais standing by the Sde of the entrance, whistling merrily,
cleaning under hisfingernailswith thetip of hisbloodied knife. Goll has helped Lorcan back to hisfeet?
Connlamust have missed the young warrior? s heart because athough he? swounded fatdly, heisn? t



dead. Bran stares at the blood on Lorcan? s chest, head cocked sideways, not sure what to make of it.

From the shaft come screams of outrage. The demons must have piled down too fast, too many of them,
and jammed. But the blockage can? t last long. They? |l be upon usin aminute or so, | guess.

? Why?? Goll roarsat Connla. ? We? |l dl dienow! ?
? You? Il die,? Connlarepliessmugly. ? Not me. | ? ve cut aded with the demon master, Lord Loss.?

? The night when hewastaking to you! ? | gasp, remembering our first encounter with Lord Loss,
finding him crouched over Connla, whispering.

? Aye.? Connlagmiles ? | wasn? t adeep. He cameto me. Told me everything, of Drust? squest, his
redl reason for coming, what would happen if? when? hefailed. For my cooperation he promised great
power. Inthe new world I will be ahigh king, in command of al those whom the demons choose to
pare.?

? Weren? tyou ligening?? | cry. ? They won? t spare anyone! ?

? Of coursethey will,? Connlalaughs. ? Every master needs daves.?
? Did Lord Lossactudly say that?? | ask.

? Not directly, no, but it wasimplied.?

?You? reanass!? Goll spits. Then he squintsat Connla. ? What do you mean by cooper ation? What
did you do for the demon??

? Information,? Connlamurmurs. ? | told him about you al, your pasts, your strengths and weaknesses.
| told him about Orna? schildren? that? show he knew to fetch them. And then there were the services
rendered...?

From the sounds in the shaft, the jam has cleared and the demons are moving forward again. Time? s
amogt up. | glance desperately at Drust but hislips are still moving and he hasn?? t stepped forward.

? Bequick! ? Goll shoutsat Connla. ? They? |l be on usin secondsand | don? t want to die without
knowing thefull extent of your treachery.?

?Verywel.? Connlagrinsat Lorcan. ? | killed Ronan? | pushed him off the dliff.? Lorcantriesto
curse but hisface twists with pain and he only doubles over and grunts. ? And Fiachna,? Connla
continues, laughing & me now. ? Lord Loss gave me a pouch of poisoned powder. | rubbed it into

Fachna? swound after he? d been bitten by the demon, when everyone was asegp or preoccupied. |
??

Whatever he was about to say islost asthe first demon crashes through the entrance into the cave. It falls
onitsface but isup in an ingtant, head swiveing, searching for the source of danger. 1t spots Connla,
takes astep towards him, then sniffsthe air, pauses, and turnsits gaze on the rest of us, leaving the
gmirking traitor done.

The demon bounds forward, shrieking. Goll meetsit solidly, drives his sword through thetip of its head,



then kicksit into the path of those that are following.

Lorcan shrugs off his desth and laysinto the demonswith his sword, pushing forward, keeping one hand
over the holein his chest to stem the flow of blood.

Bran dances around the cave, over, under, and around the demons spilling into it, confusing and enraging
them, doing what he can to draw their attention away from therest of us? and especidly from Drug, il
muttering hisspdll in front of the abusive Brude.

| reach within, call upon my magic, and unleashiit. | set ademon on fire. Make another? s eyes pop. |
drive one mad by squeezingitsbrain? inits madnessit attacks those around it.

The spdlls come quickly to my tongue, power flowing through me, building up and dispersing through my
fingers, lips, and eyes at afrightening speed. | make one demon? s stomach explode. | cause a host of
the V-shaped formations overhead to snap free and fdll, killing severad demonsin the process.

Butitisn? t enough. More come. An endlessflow. Streaming into the cave. Lorcan has disappeared
under an avalanche of mongters. | see one of hisring-pierced earsfly highinto thear? my find glimpse
of him. Goll? s stomach has been ripped open and half hisface clawed away. Hefightson, but it? s
hopeless. | can? t savethe old warrior. Bran isstill going strong, fast and agile as ever, but what good is
thet?

| catch sight of Connla, moving among the demons like a master through apack of hounds. Many growl
at him suspicioudy, but when they smdll hisblood they leave him be. He? slaughing at the carnege.
Angling for Drugt, twirling aknife, preparing to kill thedruid. | start apell to make hisbrain meltin his
head? but then | have a better idea.

A moving spell. | cast it quickly and Connlaflies acrossthe cave, colliding with the wall benegth the
waterfal. Hefdls heavily, then Sits up, wincing but otherwise unharmed, shaking his head as water
cascades over him.,

? You? Il haveto do better than that! ? he chortles, wiping water from his eyes.
? | don? tthink 0,? | retort.

Hefrownsat my tone. A demon standing close to him, with ahead that? s mostly human except for an
extraeyeinthe middle of itsforehead, sniffsat Connla uncertainly, then hisseswith ddight. 1ts mouth
openswider than any human? s? row upon row of dagger-like teeth and two forked tongues.

Connlastares at the demon, confused. Then heredlizes? the water has washed the blood from hisface!
A moment of panic. Hetriesto cut hispamsagain, to redaub his cheeks. But the demon? supon him
before he can restore his protective spell. It bites at hisface. Catches hislips. It looks as though the pair
arekissng? until the demon ripsfree, tearing Connla? smouth away, leaving him to fal, gibbering madly,
and be set upon by ahandful of other savage demons.

? Hah!? Goll shouts, taking greet pleasure from Connla? s savage desth. ? That? Il teach him! Well
done, Little One! ?

Then ademon knocks the old warrior? slegs out from under him. He falls. Demonic bodiesfill the space
around him. And the one-eyed ex-king who was like afather to me? who gave memy name? isgone.



Alone. No timeto mourn. The demons are closing in, ignoring the dancing Bran, focusing on me. | lash
out at them with every spell at my disposal, wreaking havoc. But | can? tkill themal. They? regetting
closer. Almost upon me. Any second now, one will lurch within striking distance and then?

A hand grabsthe neck of my tunic. I ? m hauled backward. | cry out, but the cry? s cut short by the V of
the tunic digging into my throat. | land hard on the ground. Scrabble to my feet, trying to clear my throat,
to cast aspell, to take at least one more demon down with me before...

| stop. I? minthe gut-studded tunnel. Drust is beside me. The demons are a the mouth, howling,
reaching for us, lashing out with dl their force and fury? but not connecting. Unable to bresk through the
invishble barrier that separates Drust and me from them.

? A postive start,? thedruid says. He smiles quickly, then half-closes his eyes and moves down the
tunnel, muttering the words of the next spdll.

| laugh hystericaly and pull faces at the furious, thrashing demons. But then | recd| the deaths of my
friends and my crazy humor passes. | look for the bodies of Goll and Lorcan but | can? t see through the
demons crowded around the mouth of the tunnel. There? sno sign of Bran either, but |? msurehe? s
safe? daft asheis, heleads acharmed existence. | don? t think any of these demons can harm him.

| Sgh heavily and wipe tears from my eyes, thinking about Goll and Lorcan, dl the good timesand
adventures we shared. Then, putting soft thoughts behind me, | make mysdf hard, turn my back on the
demonic chaos, and st off after Drugt, readying mysdlf for aswift, victorious desth.

The Sacrifice

THE walls of the tunnel are hot and fleshy, both to the look and touch. By the glow coming from Drust?
shands| can see more of Brude from here? morethan | want to. Almogt dl the bitsinsgdehim? the bits
of aperson that are supposed to remain hidden? are obscendly revealed, pulsing, bubbling, and gurgling

within the transformed layers of rock.

Brude screams at us as we invade the tunnd of hisbody, hisvoice only just audible above the bellowing
and mewling of the demons. He curses us, threatens aviolent end, warns usto turn back. When that fails,
he triesto win us over with promises of power, long lives, and protection from the Demonata.

Weignore him and proceed, Drust chanting words of powerful magic, me following obediently, awaiting
his command.

* % %

Brude? svoice fades aswe move down the tunnd until it? snothing more than alow murmur. Thewalls
around us change too, hardening, becoming morelike rea rock, athough with small lines running through
them? | think they? reveins,

| expect Drust to stop, complete his spells, and make the sacrifice. But he kegps moving, dow but sure,
following the path of the tunnd asit curves and dips ever lower. | want to ask why he doesn? tend it
here, so he can get out quickly if successful, before the walls close around him. But | dare not interrupt
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whilehe? s cagting the pells, for fear | ? d break his concentration, shatter the web of magic, and freethe
demonsto hurtle down the tunndl after us.

* % %

Eventudly the tunnd leads usto another cave. Thisone? ssmaller than thefirgt, with none of the
spectacular formations. Most of the floor is covered by apool of water. Anidand of bones juts out of
the middle of the poal. In the center stands alarge rectangular stone that reminds me of thering of Old
stones where we sought shelter from the demons.

Drust stands by the edge of the water, observing the stone, for several minutes, muttering more spells.
Then he sopsand looks a me, smiling tiredly. ? A lodestone,? he says. ? A reservoir of ancient magic.
Very powerful. We think the Old Crestures used stoneslike thisto mark the position of our world, so
they could find their way here from the stars. The Old Creatures have drained most of the remaining
lodestones of their power, but they either missed this one or deliberately I€eft it charged for one reason or
another. Brudefound it and used it to open the tunnd. We? |l turnit againgt him now.?

? Isit safefor you to stop?? | ask nervoudy, glancing back up the tunndl.

? For amoment,? Drust says. ? Thepdls|? ve cast are a work on the walls of the rock, Brude,
the...? Henodstowardsa point beyond theidand. Staring hard, | see the mouth of a second tunnd in
therock on thefar side of the pool ? but the walls of thistunnel are made of red webs and strips of flesh.

? Tha? sthetunnd to the Demonata? sworld?? | ask.

? Aye. On their Sde ademon master has undergone atransformation like Brude, creating that tunnel. The
lode-stone links the pair. 1t? s been absorbing magic from Brude and the demon master, uniting their
forms, dowly knitting together the fabric of the two tunndls. The lesser demons have been ableto
squeeze through during the process. When the tunnels become one, the masterswill be ableto follow
their servantsto our world. If that happens, mankind isfinished.?

? What if ademon comes through when you? re casting the rest of your spells?? | ask.

Drust pauses. ? | won? t be able to stop. You? Il havetofightit.? Herunsan eye over me. ? Areyou
al right??

?Yes? | lick my lips, mouth dry from the hegt of the tunnel and cave. ? Goll and Lorcan are dead.
Connlatoo. | removed his protective spell. The demonskilled him.?

? Good,? Drust grunts. ? And Bran??

? | don? t know. He was dive when we entered the tunndl, but there were so many demons...?

? If | makeit back, 17?1l look for the boy,? Drust promises. ? If he? sdive, | ? |l take care of him.?

He straightens, casts off histiredness, and stepsinto the water, Starting on the next set of spells. | Sareat
theidand of bonesfor asecond? impossbletotdl if they? re human or demon, or amix of the two?
then step in after him. Despite the hest of the cave, thewater? s cold, but not as cold asthe seawas. No

need for awarming spell. | wade after Drust, eyes on the lodestone and bones, morbidly wondering if he
? Il leave my bonesthere, on top of the pile, when he? sdone.



* * %

Thewater? s shdlow, no higher than my lower thigh. It doesn? t take uslong to reach theidand. When
we? rethere, Drust climbs up onto the mound of bones. The bones are brittle and many snap under his
feet. He takes no notice and continues with the spells, clambering hisway over to the lodestone,
beckoning meto follow.

Theglow in Drust? s hands has changed from blue to a pinkish red. The bones? especidly the skulls?
look asthough they? re aflame. | try to keep my eyes off them as| crawl to where Drust isknedling,
hands stretched out on either side of the lodestone, ready to clasp it when the moment? sright.

AsDrugt casts gpdlls, | move dightly to oneside of him so | have aclear view of the tunnd to the
Demonata? suniverse? | want plenty of warning if ademon comes through. But the monsters on the
other sde don? t seem to be aware of the thresat, or else they can? t cross quickly. Nothing tirs. No
shadows or sounds.

| find myself thinking about the bones and lodestone. Who set them here? The stone was put in place by
the OId Cresatures, but did Brude stick the bones undernesth it? Have they been left by demons? Or are
they thework of the Old Creatures too? Did they sacrifice peopleto create this place of magic where
Drust plansto sacrifice me?

Despite my unease, | can? t help studying the skulls, wondering if these people were killed on the surface
or if they died down here. Were they volunteers? What were they thinking in their find moments? Did
they go bravely to their deaths, as| hopeto, or did they crumble at the end and scream for mercy?

Drugt? svoicerises, disturbing my thoughts. His hands close upon the lodestone, drawing gradually
closer as he dips deeper insde the intricate web of spells. | listen to hiswords, and though they? re hard
to decipher? he? sspeaking so quickly!? after awhile | catch afew of them. He? son one of thefina
gpdlls. It won? t be much longer. If | want to offer up any last prayersfor mysdlf, | ? d better do so now,
before?

Drugt cries out. His hands fly wide apart, then dart to the small of hisback. My eyes shoot down and |
gpot adagger sticking out of hisflesh, handle quivering, buried to the hilt. | whirl, summoning magic,
expecting Connlaor ademon.

Butit? sndather.

[t? s Bran!

The boy stands at the edge of the pool, arm extended? he threw the knife. Hisfaceis curioudy blank.
My heart legps. Has Bran? sinnocence been an act dl dong? A spy inour midst, playing usfor fools,
waiting for the ultimate moment to strike? Impossible! Nobody could have been that convincing an actor.
But there he stands, hand outstretched, dagger buried in Drust? s back.

Drust topples asde and sees Bran. He ydIs with astonishment, then groanswith pain. | fater. | want to

unleash aspdll, drivethe boy? thekiller? back, destroy himif | can. Butit? s Bran! | can? t hurt him,
not until 1? m sure, not unless?

? Why?? Drust gasps.



Bran blinks. He frowns at Drugt, then looks at me? and burgtsinto tears. ? FHower!? hecries. Starting
forward, he wades duggishly through the water, armsflailing, displaying none of his customary lightness
of movement.

? Bec!? Drust croaks. ? Stop him! ?

? No,? | 9gh, letting the spdll die on my lips, understanding by histearswhat has happened. ? 1t? sdl
right. Hewon? t do any more damage.?

Bran makesit to theidand of bones, wailing and sobbing. He throws himsdf a me, yeling ? FHower! ?
again and again. | catch him, let him bury hisfacein my chest, and hold him as he weeps, stroking the
back of hishead, murmuring quieting words.

After afew seconds| look over hishead at the wounded druid. ? He heard uson the diff,? | whisper.
? He knew you planned to kill me. He couldn? t let that happen. In his own crazy way heloves me. He
hasn? t done thisto sabotage your plans? hedid it to save me.?

Drugt grits histeeth with desperate anger. ? Theidiot! Doesn? t he know what will happenif? ?

? No,? | interrupt cdmly. ? He doesn? t. | ? m hisfriend, maybe the one person in theworld hefeds
closeto. He only knew that he didn? t want meto die. Don? t blame him. He couldn? t control himsdlf.?

Drugt? sexpression softens. ? Aye,? hechuckles. ? | think you? reright. I1t? s not much comfort to us,
but . . .? Hiseyesflick to thelodestone. He reachesfor it, then winces and remainslying on hisside. ? |
can?tdoit, Bec.?

| gocold. ? Youmust!?

He shakeshishead. ? It? snot too late? the spellswill work if resumed quickly? but Bran has wounded
me deeply. | haven? t the strength to continue. ?

? Youmudt!? | shout again. ? You havetotry! Don? t just liethereand give up! ?

? 1?7 mnot talking about giving up.? Hesmilessadly. ? | can? t completethe spells? but you can.?

? And sacrifice Bran?? | ask quietly, dreading the answer.

? No, you foal,? the druid snaps, more like the Drust of old. ? Why kill two when one? sdready haf
dead?1? mfinished. Evenif | could cast therest of the spells, | ? d never make my way back to the
surface. Y ou need to take over, complete the spells, then dit my throat and let my blood flow over the
lodestone.?

| gareat him stupidly.

? There? snotimefor gawking,? hegrowls. ? 1? Il last afew more minutes with luck, but not much
longer. Do it, Bec. Say the spells. Kill me. Spare your people the wrath of the Demonata. Then save
yoursdf and Bran.?

That final word jars meinto action. Bran? srisked al to rescue me. | can? t repay him by stranding him



here, to perish at the hands of the demon masters when they come. Unwrapping his arms from around
my shivering frame, | push him back, smileto show everything? sall right, then shuffle up besde Drust.

? What do | haveto do??

? Do you know where | stopped?? he asks.

?No.?

? Youmug,? heindgts ? You have aperfect memory. Cast your thoughts back.?

It? snot easy but | force myself to focus. | pick at the strings of my aways reliable memory with nimble
fingers. Recall the spell Drust was chanting, the place where Bran interrupted him. ? Got it,? | muitter.

? Continue from there,? the dying druid says. ? Spread your arms. Embrace the lodestone as you finish,
then launch into the next spdll. It should be aclear run from there.?

? And the sacrifice?? | ask. ? When...??
? You? Il know,? hevows.

One deep breath. A quick glance at the tunnel to the Demonata? s universeto make sure nothing? s
barging towards us. | begin.

* % %

Thewords come easily. There? sgreat power inthiscave. | sensed it assoon as| came here? even
before, when | was on the surface? butit? sonly when | open mysdlf up tothe magic that | fed thefull
extent of it. This stone has been filled with some of the most potent magical power imaginable. | believel
could do anything | st my mind to if | tapped into the lodestone long enough.

| finish the spell, then grab the stone with both hands. | mean to start the next spell immediately, but the
rush of power from the lodestone catches me by surprise and the words stick in my throat. It? s
incredible, asif al the magic of the garsisrushing into me. | can seethe universe, the entire night sky. |
could reach out if | wanted, leave thisworld, go and explore the starswith the Old Creatures. Thisland
suddenly seemsinggnificant, hardly worth bothering about. With this much power | could create my own
worlds and people to inhabit them. Not a priestess, not aqueen? a goddess.

Fate whispers to me. Asks me to accept anew destiny, travel afresh path, blazeagodly trail. | don? t
ever haveto know fear again, pain, want. | don? t even haveto die. All | need isto reach out and...

? Rainbow,? Bran whispers, touching my left forearm, gazing at me serioudly.

| fed the power rush into Bran through my flesh, then out of him again. It? snot that he can? thold it? he
just doesn? t want it. The promise of the stars doesn? t interest the boy. He caresonly for me. If he
could express himsdf with words, | think he? d say something like, ? All the power in the universe means
nothing if you can? t be with the oneyou love.? And he? sright. What? sthe point of becoming a
goddessif it coststhelives of all those | care about? 1 don? t want aworld of worshipful daves, just a
village of welcoming friends.



| smile at Bran, nodding dowly. He smiles back and releases my arm. | focus, close my eyes, shut out the
seductive temptation of the stars, and cast the next spell.

* % %

A wind developsas| progress, ahat, biting, swirling wind. It gustsin acircle around theidand of bones,
gathering speed and power. Drust and Bran huddle up to the lode-stone, not touching it, but wriggling in
asclose asthey can, shdtering from the unearthly wind.

Screams. At firgt | think it? sthe sound of thewind. Then | redize they? re coming from the tunnel that
linksthis cave to the realm of the demons. The Demonata know what? s happening. They can sensethelr
gateway to thisworld collgpsing. But dl they can do in responseis shriek hatefully at the herald of their ill
fortune.

The spdlsrace off my tongue. | ? m barely aware of what 1? m saying. | wasfoolish to worry about
making amistake. The spdlsare dmost chanting themsdlves. | don? t think | could stop eveniif | wanted.
[? m not in control now. Themagicis.

| draw to the end of another spell, lick my lips, open them wide to start on the next... and stop. 1t? stime.
Only one spdll left. And that comes after the sacrifice.

Drust knowstoo. He hauls himsalf up without having to betold. Smiles crookedly a me. ? Livelong,
Bec. Livewd|.?

| don? t answer. | can? t. My next words can only be words of magic. | can? t break the sequence of

sdls.

Drugt limps around to the other side of the lodestone. He leansforward, so hischinisdirectly over the
rock. Then hetilts his head back, offering histhroat. | let go of the lode-stone with my right hand and
pressthe nail of my index finger to the flesh of histhroat. | smileat him, atear trickling from my left eye.
Then | swipe the magicaly hardened and sharpened nail across.

Blood gushes. The lodestone is soaked. It absorbs, then thirgtily gulps the blood. Drust trembles but
doesn? t fall away. | can? t see hiseyes, only histhroat. 1”? m glad of that. He remains upright, feeding his
blood to the stone, held up by magic or sheer willpower? 1? m not surewhich.

And then, asthe stone flashes with ablinding ydlow light, Drust dumps.

No timeto grieve. With abellow of triumph, | roar the words of the fina spell. The lodestone quivers.
The cave shakes. Thewind howlsto aclimax, ripping the outer layers of bones off the idand, threatening
to pick loose Bran and me and dash us to death againgt the walls. But before itcan...

Rdease,

Thewind roars up thetunnel ? Brude? stunnd? increasing in strength asit tearsthrough the druid? s
form. It fills the cave beyond, then explodes up the shaft and billows outward at an unnatural speed, inall
directions, scraping every demon and undead spirit free of the earth. It? slike agiant wave, washing
away al thingsdemonic inits path, carrying them tumbling and screaming to the very edge of theland, not
stopping until it reaches the sea, where it pauses for onelong, dreadful moment... then sweeps back,
drawn to its source, this point. After that it will drag its demonic prisoners back to their own world and



crudely dump them there.

| don? t wait for that. Magic has brought understanding. | know that when the last of the demons has
been blown back to its own land by thefind gust of wind, Brude? srock-infused boneswill follow, then
the tunnd will close, therip between worldswill hed ? and anyone still here will be crushed by rock or
trapped underground to die dowly and horribly in the darkness.

Escape

TRYINGtoraceto safety. Hindered by thewind, which isreturning to its source, blowing fiercely
againg us, agdeinthetunnd. And not just thewind? it containsall the demons and undead that it? s
captured. They swirl and tumble through the air, smash into us, knock us over, send us sprawling,
threaten to drag us back to their world with them.

Abandoning our effortsto stand, we lie on our ssomachs and crawl, Side by side. But even thiswould be
impossibleif wewere normal, sncethewind? and its captive demons? fillsthetunnd.

But we? re not normal. We? re beings of magic and | use that power to protect us. | draw from deep
down and around me, using the magic in my body and thewalls of the tunnel, creeting a barrier around
us. It doesn? t keep out the wind, but most of the demons bounce off it without harming us. Mogt, not dl.
Sometimes alimb, claw, or fang breaks through and bundles us over, bruising or cutting us.

Bran was laughing when we started up the tunndl ? he thought it was grest fun. He? snot laughing now.
Blood coats hisface? | can seehimintheglow of thelight | created to guide us? and hisright arm
hangs uselesdy by his sde, snapped in two or three places.

I? min no better shape. | have to pause frequently to wipe blood from my eyes. A few of the toeson my
left foot have been ripped off? | don? t stop for a close examination. The tunic on my back has been
torn to tattered shreds, and much of the flesh undernegth too.

| ignore the terrible pain. Battle againgt the savage wind. Shrug off the blows of the beastly demons. And
drag mysdlf ever farther up the tunnel, towards the promise of escape and life.

* % %

Crawling. Panting. The demons hitting us more often as my power dwindles. The closing spellstook alot
out of me. | was al-powerful clutching the lodestone, but now |1 ? m the weakest 1? ve beeninalong
time. 1t? sastruggle to move, never mind cast spdlls. | want to abandon the shield and divert al of my
strength to my flesh and bones, but 1 ? d be swept away within secondsif | did that, and Bran beside me.

Part of me thinks about letting Bran go. 1t? s hard enough protecting myself. If | halved the problem, 1?7 d
stand a better chance of getting out dive.

| turn adesf ear to the treacherous thoughts, gasp as nails dig aong the length of my spine, then
strengthen the shield around us. At the sametimel let thelight die? it didn? t require much power, but
every last bit of magic might count intheend. | don? t want to fall just short of the exit because of some

unnecessary bl of light.
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Impossibleto tell in the darkness how much farther thereisto go. Forcing our way on, the wind
degfening, demons dtriking fredy. | can? t maintain the shield. | now use magic to root usto the floor
whenwe? re struck and on the point of being blown away. Quick burstsinstead of extended spells.
Dangerous? if 1? m knocked unconscious, we? re doomed? but | don? t have the strength for anything
dse

How long isthis damn tunnd! We came down so quickly? or wasthat atrick of my mind? What if it has
somehow extended, if Brude caused it to double or triple in length to spite us? Isthat possible? | don? t
know. | chooseto believeit isn? t. Otherwise despair will consume meand | ? Il certanly fail.

Onward by dow, painful, bloody, hard-fought-for patches. So sore and weak. Struggling to breathe.
Every spdl dug up from the deepest depths of my spirit. Thinking eachtimel cast one, ? Thisisit. The
last spell. | can? t do any more.? But congtantly surprising myself, finding a smattering of power here, a
glimmer there.

Bardly aware of Bran, sticking by me doggedly, patting my arm every few seconds to reassure himsalf
that | ? m here. Poor Bran. He didn? t ask for this. The rest of us understood the risks. Did he? No way
of knowing. He can comprehend some things, but how much did he redly know of what he was letting
himsdlf infor?| listen to him panting, heavy and fagt, and...

Thethought dies unfinished.

| can hear him panting. But | haven? t been able to hear anything since we started crawling, because of
the roar of the wind and the screams of the demons. | raise my head and redlize the wind has died away.
It? sover. Which means...

Panicking, | find another burst of magic and create light again. It flares around us, blinding after the
darkness. | shut my eyes againgt it, then force them open and stare ahead desperately, expecting to find
nothing but rock, the pair of usburied dive, to die beneath the earth in aready-made tomb.

For amoment | think we? re logt, that we? ve won the battle but surrendered our livesin the process.
My heart sinks. | ready myself to sob with terror.

Butthen? agap! Theexit fill exigsand we? reclosetoit. Thewallsare just walls now, no traces of
Brude? sveinsor guts. But they? re grinding together, the mouth of the tunnd tightening and closing.
There? senough space for usto get out but there won? t be for much longer. We haveto move!? fast!
? now!

? Branl? | gasp, struggling to my feet. So weak, near the end of my resources. But one last surge. One
find effort. Thenwe? |l be safe. We can deep. Recover. No demons. We? |l have dl the time we need.

? Bran!? | shout, dragging his head up. He looks around, dazed, defeated. Then he spots the opening
and cries out with fresh hope. He legps up beside me, sstumbles, then finds hisfeet and lurchesforward,

taking my hand, gurgling heappily.

Wered towardsthe exit, apair of barely living, impossibly weary spirits. The holein the rock continues
to close, but at the same regular pace. If we keep moving aswe are...if we don? t collapse...if wedon? t
giveup...

wWe? Il makeit! | don? t want to let mysaf hopetoo strongly? that might tempt the godsto act against us



? but if we can maintain our dow, steady stagger, | ? m surewe? II?

Something clattersinto my back. | fal, crying out with pain and surprise. Teeth lock around my right leg
and bite through to the bone. | scream and try to shake my attacker loose, but can? t.

Thelight fades. But in the dimness| catch sght of my assallant? Lord Loss? s pet demon, Vein! The one
with adog? sbody, astrange long head, and awoman? shands. She? sgnawing a my leg. Thepainis
dreadful. | scream again, kicking at her with my freefoot, to no effect.

Then Bran? sby her sde. Hetriesto tug the demon loose. When that fails, he kneels beside her and
murmurs desperately, stroking her head, smiling shakily. After afew seconds Vein stops biting, lets go,
and yaps a Bran with ddight, faling under his spell as she did before,

Assoon as|? mfree, | freeze out the pain, leave Bran to dedl with the demon, and turn and focus on the
gap. My insgdes harden. The ddlay? sruined us. The hole has been narrowing steadily. We? re not going
to makeit, evenif we pick up our pace. | search within mysdlf, digging deep for magic, going to the very
core of my spirit, trying to find enough power to propel usforward and shoot usto safety like apair of
arrows fired from abow.

Butitisn? t there. 1?2 m magicked out. Enough for one last minor spell perhaps? definitely no more.

Sorrow overwhems me. | fed madness coming on. But | force it back and turn my gaze on Bran. He? s
gtill playing with the dog but his eyes are flicking from meto the hole. He knowsit? s closing. He knows
can? t makeit in my condition. He aso knowsthat at the speed he can run, he could abandon me and

escape.

But hewon? t. He? sgoing to stay with me, protect me from the demon, keep me company as the gap
shuts and sedls our fate.

? Bran,? | sob. ? You havetogo.? Hejust smiles. ? Bran! You must!? Again the smile. Hewon? t
leave. He? Il be my faithful friend forever. He? d rather die by my side than skip free without me.

| returnthesmile. ? Very well,? 1 sigh and reach out ahand. Bran takesiit, expecting only my touch. But
what he gets on top of that isthelast of my magic. A swift, improvised spell. | reach into hismind and
send an image into histhoughts, of the hole, him dashing out of it, racing through the cave and not coming
back. And then, with dl the magica forcel can mugter, | yell a him? ? Run fast! ?

He shoots off. Running without meaning to, roaring with surprise and fright. He flies up the tunnd, legps
through the hole, and keeps on going, atemporary dave of my magic. | wave after him sadly, letting out a
long, shuddering bregth. Aloneat last? and damned.

* * %

| expect Vein to attack again, now that Bran? s gone, but she doesn? t. | hear her growls, closeto where
I? m stranded, but for some reason she leaves me be.

Watching the holein the ever-fading light. 1t? sthe size of ababy now, closing al thetime. Narrower and
narrower, until there? sbarely room to fit an arm through. 12 m thinking about quenching the light before
the hole shuts? thisisjust torture? when aface suddenly appears.



It? sBran. The spdl has passed and he? s come back. He wants to get through, to be with me. But the
hae? stoo smdl. He punchesit, pullsat it, dips hisfingersinto the gap and strainswith al hismight? but
it? sno good. The rock continuesto grind together. The hole gets smdller, the width of afinger now.

At the last moment Bran presses his mouth up to the hole and roars with raw pain and loss, at the top of
hisvoice, ? Bec!? It? stheonly timehe? sever uttered my name. Anyone? sname. Hisanguished cry
stabs at my heart and tears spring to my eyes. | open my mouth to shout his own name back, to offer
whatever smal shred of comfort | can... but then therock closes dl the way and afierce rumbling
drowns out the echoes of Bran? scry.

| stare & the solid rock. My mouth closes. Thelight fades.

Darkness.

Full Cirde

L OST inthe dl-enfolding shadows, | pull myself forward, avay from Vein? she? s stopped growling?
towards the place where the hole used to be. | wonder if the rest of the tunnel will close theway the hole
did. Impossibleto tell in thistota, unearthly darkness. Probably better that way. Banba used to say that
knowledge was strength, and for the most part she wasright. But in this place knowledge only means
more distress and pain.

Struggling forward, weeping softly, steeling mysdf againgt the bite of Vein? steeth, sure she? splaying
with me, waiting to jump on my back when | least expect it. Why didn? t she return to the Demonata? s
universe dong with the rest of her kind? How did she remain?1? d have made it to safety if she hadn? t
attacked. I ? d bein the cave now with Bran, laughing at our close escape, mourning the degths of Drust
and my friends, looking forward to...

No. Forget such thoughts. They can only torment me. | didn? t get out. Vein delayed mejust long
enough. | ? m trapped here now. Accept it. Take comfort in the fact that it won? t befor long.

My left hand touchesrock. The end of the tunnel.

| pressan ear to therock, in case | can till hear Bran. But there? snothing, not even the rumbling sound.
Not aswarm asit was either. Therock is cooling quickly now that it? srid of the druid Brude.

Maybe, if Veinisn? t here? if she? s been sucked back to her own realm alittle later than the others? |
can rest. Return to the lodestone. Recharge. Then force my way out. Break a hole through the rock with
magic and...

Light behind me. A green, low, throbbing light. And a sad chuckle.

| turn dowly, aready knowing what | ? I find.

? Poor little Bec,? Lord Loss says, floating not far away from me, flesh aslumpy as ever, coatedina
red sheen from the blood 0ozing out of the cracksin his skin, the holein his chest filled with those

wriggling edl-like cregtures. He? sholding Drust? s bag and a couple of his hands are rooting through the
contents, stroking the chess board stored within.
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Lord Lossdriftscloser. | spot Vein behind him, Stting at attention, eyes hot with evil delight. The demon
master picks a piece out of the bag and gazes at it. ? All done,? he sghs, looking at the chess piece but
speaking to me. ? Friends dead or cut off. No way out. If only you? d known it would end thisway.
Maybe you would have stayed in your rath. Or perhaps you wouldn? t have used up adl your magic on
the lodestone.?

? Wewon,? | snarl. ? We beat you. We sent al the demons back.?

? Redly?? Lord Loss? scrimson eyes widen and he drops the piece back into the bag. ? Then what
am | doing here?? Hegrinswhen| can? t answer. ? Poor Bec. Y ou know o little of the universes. |
didn? t cometo thisworld through the tunndl. | was wandering your land long before Brude set about his
ignobletask. Your wind? impressive asit was? had no clam on me. | wastoo powerful for it.?

? Youweren? t so powerful when Drust banished you from sight,? | sneer.

Lord Loss? sfeaturestwitch. ? | grant you that one. But | wouldn? t be so boastful if | wasin your
position. That spell of Drust? swas clever but costly. Remember my geis??

? 1? mnot afraid of ademon? sgeis,? | tdl him.

? You should be,? hereplies, face darkening. ? Humans should never mock ademon master. We make
perilous enemies. | might havelet you liveif you hadn? t scorned me. | liked you, Bec. | gave you some
of my magic. | waslooking forward to watching you mature.?

? Why did you give methemagic?? | ask, curiosity winning out over fear. ? Wewouldn? t have been
ableto closethetunnd if you hadn? t.?

Lord Losssmilessmugly. ? | am asentinel of sorrow. | feed on the misery of humanity. | cherish this
world and its sad, pathetic, pain-siruck humans. But if my fellow Demonata had been able to come here
at will, they would have destroyed it. Demons are vulgar, wrathful creatures. They would have murdered
every human in sght, swiftly, leaving no survivors, and in ashort few years| would have had no more
subjectsto play with. | couldn? t let that happen, could 1?7?

| garea himwith disbelief. ? Y ou betrayed your own kind! Y ou tricked them! 'Y ou gave me power so
that | could closethetunnd!?

? Of course,? hechuckles. ? | couldn? t act too obvioudy? | don? t want hordes of Demonata
screaming for my head? but by dyly interfering, providing you with the means of stopping Brude, | was
ableto secure peace for thisworld, thus preserving my mortal minions of misery.?

?But...? My head? sawhirl. | canseeit al now. ? Connlawasworking for you. That? swhy he
protected Drust whenever he was threatened. ?

? My waolf inthefold,? Lord Losslaughs. ? | let him kill some of the others for sport but warned him not
to let any harm befal you or the druid. He forgot that at the end and summoned the demons to butcher
you al. Hedmost ruined everything. | ? m glad you dedt with him, though | would have preferred to do it
mysdf? 1? d have made him suffer much more.?

? Why useshimat dl?? | cry. ? Why set him againgt the rest of usif we were working towards the same



god7?

? Pain,? Lord Losssays, hissmilegrowing. ? | knew he would create discord and unhappiness,
delicious misery for meto relish. | washaving so much fun.? Hissmilefades. ? Until the druid banished
me?

The demon master clicks hisfingersand Vein trots over. Lord Lossticklesthe demon? s head with one
of hiseight twisted hands. ? Y ou could have waked away from this,? he whispers. ? Y our degth serves
no purpose. You? d have been moreinteresting to me dive. Misery would have followed you? | could
senseit. | ? d have been there, trailing you, ddighting in the sorrow you both suffered and caused.

? But that can? t be. Inmy fury | cast agels. | made a solemn vow. And now, as a creature of my word,
| must make good on my promise.?

He drifts away from me. The green light fades dowly. Vein sayswhere sheis. Other demonsjoin her. A
score or more. Monstrous creatures, misshapen. One with fire for eyes and the body of ababy, another
covered in scaleslike afish, another agiant insect with aknife-szed stinger initstall.

? My familiars? Lord Losswhispers, disgppearing from sight in the lengthening shadows. ? They have
more fleshly appetitesthan me.?

? No,? | whimper, cringing againgt thewall. ? Please don? t do this. 1? Il do anything you ask. 1? 11...?
| stop and catch myself. Remember who | am, my heritage, my people.

? Damnyouthen,? | growl asthe light fades away to the dimmest of glows, even the light in the sockets
of the demon with fireinstead of eyes.

? Goodbye, Bec,? Lord Losscdls softly.

? Damnyou! ? | shout again, throwing it after him asachdlenge.

Thelast light flickers out and everything turns black.

Silence for amoment. Then asnicker. A growl. The sound of claws and fingers scuttling forward. | relax
againg the rock, resigned, not crying or begging. | want to die with dignity, like atrue priestess or
warrior. The sounds come closer. Hissing. Crackling. The grinding of teeth and fangs.

| lay my head againgt thewall. Stare up into nothingness. Try to be strong.

Fingerstouch my damaged legs. Claws and tendrils explore. Soon | ? m being mauled everywhere,
pinched, stroked, diced. Ther breeth is both hot and cold on my face asthey crowd around me. |
imagine their savage jaws, twisted faces, and sharpened fangs.

| tremble, then grit my teeth hard, determined not to give Lord Loss the satisfaction of crying out. ? | won
?tscream! ? | tdl mysdf. 2 1won? t! | won? t! 1? ?

Teeth and fangs bite into my flesh, every part of me a once. Nailsdig in deep, burrowing through to my
guts. Hands worm ingde me and pull bits of my innards out, scraping at my skinfromtheinside. 1? m
being torn gpart. The painis unbearable. | lose control. My mouth shoots open. My senses dissolve. My



brain goeswild. Thelast thing | hear, before madness and demons consume me, isthe tunnel filling with
my anguished, uncontrollable death howls.

Screamsin the dark.

CELTIC TERMSAND PHRASESUSED IN BEC

Ana (Ay[asin ? play? or ? way? ] nah)? the mother of al the gods

Balor ? s eye? Bador was aone-eyed giant, one of the Fomorii

banshees? the soulsof dead women who wail loudly when somebody is about to die
brehons (breh-hons)? lawmakers, an early type of judge

bricriu (brick-roo)? atroublemaker cashel? astonefort

cathair (ca-hair)? around fort, surrounded by a stonewall

coirm (kworm)? an acoholic drink

crannog (cran-ogue)? afort built on anidand inthe middlie of alake

curragh (cur-ah)? asmal boat, like acanoe

dolmens (dole-mens)? tombs made of three upright stones, set in a pyramid-type shape, capped by a
flat tone. Normally one person would be buried beneath them, or their ashes might be lft in them.

Fomorii (Fuh-mor-ee)? an ancient tribe, reputed to be part demons

geis (gesh [rhymeswith ? mesh? ])? acurse

hurling (her-ling)? atraditional Irish sport, the fastest team gamein theworld. It? splayed on a
rugby-sized pitch, fifteen players per side. Each player hasastick that endsin acurved, flat head. They
useit to hitasmal, hard leather ball, and score gods and points by hitting it into their opponent? sgod
or over the bar.

leprechauns? the Little People of Irish legends

macha (mack-ah)? afemae goddess of war

Morrigan? smilk (Morrigan [More-ee-gan])? was awar goddess.

Neit (Net)? agod of war

Nuada (Noo-dah)? the goddess of war

ogham stones (oh-am stones)? Stoneswith lines cut into them, an early form of writing



Pict (Pikt)? anancient tribe from Britain

quern (kern)? abowl

rath (raff)? around fort surrounded by awooden fence
seanachaidh (shan-ah-key)? astoryteler or poet
Sonan? sriver (Sun-un? sriver)? river Shannon

souterrain (soo-tur-ane)? an underground tunnel, often used to store food and drink, or as an escape
route

Tir nan? Og (Teer nanogue [rhymeswith ? rogue? ])? amystical land where people never got sick or
grew old

tuath (chew-ah)? acounty
tuatha (chew-ah)? counties

wedge tombs? tombsin which lots of stones are stacked side by side, in the shape of awedge, then
topped with large flat stones

NAMES

Aednat? Aid-nat
Aideen? Aid-een
Amargen? Am-are-gen
Banba? Bon-bah

Bec? rhymeswith ? deck?
Bran? rhymeswith ? men?
Brude? rhymeswith ? crude?
Cera? Keerah

Conn? Kon

Connla? Kon-lah

Dara? Darr-ah

Drugt? Jug (hard D sound, likein ? dread? or ? dry?)



Ena? Ee-nah

Erc? rhymeswith ? perk?
Ert? rhymeswith ? hurt?
Fand? Fond

Fiachna? Feek (rhymeswith ? speak? )-nah
Fintan? Fin-ten

Goll? rhymeswith ? doll?
Lorcan? Lor-ken
MacCadan? Mac-kah-den
MacGrigor ? Mac-grig-or
MacRoth? MacRoff
Nectan? Neck-tan
Ninian? Nin-ee-en

Orna?

Or-nah Padraig?
Paw-drig? Thisrefersto S

Patrick. (Thebook isset in Irdland in the middle of the fifth century a.d., when St. Patrick was
converting Irdland to Chritianity.)

Ronan? Row-nen
Scota? Sco (rhymeswith ? low? )-tah
Struan? Strew-en
Tiernan? Teer-nan

Torin? Tore-in

The horrifying adventures continuein

BLOOD BEAST



Book 5in THE DEMONATA series
Coming November 2007

Turn the page for asneak peek. . ..

Damn The Sandman

M Y hands are red with blood. 12 m running through aforest. Naked, but | don? t care. ? mananimd,
not ahuman. Animalsdon? t need clothes.

| can taste blood too. Must have fed recently. Can? t remember if it was awild creature or aperson.
Not bothered much ether way. Still hungry? that? sall that matters. Need to find something new to
chew down on. And soon.

| leep over afdlenlog. Asl land, my barefeet hit twigs. They snap and my feet sink into apool of mud. |
collgpse, howling. The twigs biteinto me. | catch aglimpse of fiery red eyes, peering up out of the mud.
They aren? ttwigs? they? reteeth! | lash out with my feet, screaming wordlesdly....

...and mud and pieces of bark fly everywhere. | stare at the mess suspicioudy, my heart rate returning
to normd. | waswrong. | haven? t fdlen victim to amonstrous baby with mouthsin the pamsof its
hands and balls of fire where its eyes should be. It? sjust amuddy hole, covered with the remains of
branches and leaves.

Scowling, | rise and wipe my feet clean on clumps of nearby grass. As1? musing my nailsto pick off
some splinters, avoicecdls, ? Grubbs ...?

The name doesn? t register immediately. Then | remember? that? s my name. Or it used to be, once
upon atime. | glance up warily, sniffing theair, but dl 1 can smell isblood.

? Grubitsch . . .? thevoicemurmurs, and | growl angrily. | hated my real name. Grubbsisn? t great, but
it? s better than Grubitsch. Nobody ever called me that except Mom and my sister, Gret.

? You can?t find me,? thevoice teases.

| roar into the darkness of the forest, then lurch at the bushes, where | think the voiceis coming from. |
tear through them, but there? s nothing on the other side.

?Wrong,? the voice laughs, coming from somewhere behind me.

| whirl and squint, but | can? t see anyone.

? Over here,? thevoicewhigpers. Thistimeit? scoming from my right.

Still squinting, | edge closer towards the source of the voice. Thisfedswrong, likeit? satrap. But | can

? t back away fromit. 1”? m drawn on by curiosity, but dso something else. [t? sagirl? svoice, and |
think | know whoitis.
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Movement to my left, just as|? m about to round atree. Eight long, pae asamswavein the light of the
moon. Dozens of tiny snakes hissand dither. | cry out with fear and dam into the treg, shidding my eyes
from the horror. Seconds pass but nobody attacks. Lowering my arms, | redize the arms were just
branches of a couple of neighboring trees. The snakes were vines, blowing in the wind.

| fed sick but | force aweak chuckle, then dide around the tree, in search of the person who called to
me

I? m at the edge of apond. | frown at it. | know thisforest, and there should be no pond here. But there
it liesregardless, the full moon reflected inits il surface. 1? m thirsty. The blood has dried on my tongue,
leaving anasty copper-liketaste. | crouch to drink from the pond, going down on al fours and lowering
my head to the water like awolf.

| see my face in the mirror-like water before | drink. Blood everywhere, caked into my flesh and hair.
My eyeswiden and fill with fear. Because | can see the shadow of somebody behind me.

| start to turn but it? stoo late. The girl pushes my head down hard and | go under. Water fills my mouth
and | gag. | try tofight, but the girl is strong. She holds me down and my lungsfill. The coppery tasteis
gl thereand | redlize, as| blink with horrified fascination, that the pond is actualy apool of blood.

Asmy body goeslimp, the girl pullsme up by my hair and laughs shrilly as| draw ahasty, terrified
breath. ? You always were a useless coward, Grubitsch,? she sneers.

? Gret?? | moan, saring up at the mocking smile of my sster. ? | thought you were dead.?
? No,? shecroaks, eyes narrowing and snout lengthening. ? You are.?
| weep as her face transformsinto that of amutant wolf. | want to run or hit her but | can only sit and

gtare. Then, asthe transformation ends, she opens her mouth wide and howls. Her head shoots forward.
Her fangs fasten around my throat. She bites.

The Demonata exist in a multi-world universe of their own. Evil, murderous creatures, who revel
in torment and slaughter. They try to cross over into our world all the time.

Read al the booksin Darren Shan? schilling THE DEMONATA sries

And watch out for Blood Beast (Book 5), coming November 2007.

Don? t miss Darren Shan? s New York Times bestsdling
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