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FOREWORD TOWITCH GATE
Proctor Serwa Deia, Chairman and President of University Press

Treach.er.y, trech’ 3.re, n. (i) breach of alegiance, faith, or confidence (2) an act against the
Commonwedth (3) disparagement of the Law by word or print (synonyms: betrayal, knavery,
double-cross, villainy, treason, Scroll-kissed)

—Encyclopedia of Common Usage, Fifth Edition

Read again the definition above; then look around the class-room, achamber oncefilled with
bright-eyed, eager scholars. How many students still remain after the study of the first three Kelvish
Scrolls?

See the empty sedts.

By thispoint, satistically, two-thirds of each year’ s studentsfail to pass the rigorous psychologica
examinationsfollowing their study of the Scrolls. Asyou know, those who were found wanting were
shipped to the sanitariums of Da Borau, where they await the painful surgeriesto dull their mindsand
remove their tongues. But | am not here to speak of the fallen ones, those dack-jawed unfortunates
dubbed the “ Scroll-kissed.” Instead, | write thisforeword for those of you who have successfully passed
these tests and have been deemed of sufficient congtitution to read and study the fourth of these banned


mailto:daytonascan4911@hotmail.com

texts.
Thiswarning isfor you.

In the past, many students have grown haughty after succeeding thisfar in their course of study, but now
isnot thetimeto lift toasts to one another—for ahead lie pitfallsthat may yet capture the unwary. Herein
liesthe path to treachery.

The forewords to the other texts admonished you about the nefarious nature of the Scrolls' author,
declaring the madman of Kell to bealiar and adeceiver—asnake in the grass, if you will. Now itismy
turn to expand upon the dangersthat yet await you.

In the past years of study, you have experienced the hiss of the snake. Y ou have carried the beast in your
hands, in your school bags. Y ou have fallen adeep with it at your bedside. But do not belulled by its
pleasant caress or its pleasing colors. They mask the hidden poison of the beast.

Only now, while you are dulled to the danger, will the snake begin to show itstrue demeanor. In this
book, while you look elsawhere, the snake will raise up and strike! That iswhat I’ ve come to warn you:
Thisbook has fangs.

So bewareits bite!

Even as| write these words, | can hear the whispered scoffing. Do you doubt me? Look around your
hall once again. Not at each other, but at the empty seats. Already the Scrolls have claimed many of your
fellow classmates,

In this fourth volume, the author will continue his assault upon your sanity, to try to win you to hiswill, to
spread his poison throughout your body. But | hope to give you the antidote to thistoxin.

A cureintwo smple words. knowledge and guidance.

To attempt to read these cursed scrolls on your own would be like pressing aviper to your breast,
inviting deseth. Scholars of the past have devised this course of study to keep the poison from your minds,
S0 be mindful of your lessons.

It isimperative that you listen to your ingtructors. Obey their every order, complete every assignment,
and most important of al, do not read ahead on your own. Therein liesyour only hope. Even asingle
page could corrupt theill-prepared. So do not stray from the path of instruction, atrack well-worn by
the heds of previous scholars. Without this guidance, you would surely be lost among the weeds and tall
grasses—where the snakes are waiting.

So beforewarned one last time; There is poison in these pages.

Poi.son, pai* zon, n. v. (i) asubstance that taints, corrupts, or destroys (2) the act of administering a
toxin, venom, or deadly draught (3) to ater one' s perception of right and wrong (i.., “to poison
another’smind”), (Synonyms: corruption,perversion, venom, bane, miasma, contagion, disease)

—Encyclopedia of Common Usage, Ffth Edition
Assignation of Responsihility for the Fourth Book

This copy is being assigned to you and is your sole responsibility. Itsloss, alteration, or destruction
will result in severe penalties (as stated in your local ordinances). Any transmission; copying; or
even oral reading in the presence of a nonclassmate is strictly forbidden. By signing below and



placing your fingerprint; you accept aft responsibility and release the university from any damage
the text may cause you (or ‘t those aroundyou) by its perusal.

Sgnature

Date

Place inked print of the fourth finger of your right hand here:
***% WARNING * * *

If you should perchance come upon this text outside of-proper
university channels, please close this book now and alert the
proper authorities for safe retrieval. Failure to do so can lead to
your immediate arrest and incarceration.

YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED.

WITCH GATE

Sung inice but born in thunder, So the Land wad torn asunder.

| FIND MY SELF GROWING RESTLESS AGAIN. LATELY, THEWIT cH HAS BEEN

cdling to mein my dreamsto complete her tale; she whispersin my ear as| walk about the city. At
times, | swear | fed her breath on my skin, like theitch of arash. Nowadays, as| go about my errands, |
hardly see the streets and avenues of my home. | picture other places, other sights: the sun-seared ruins
of Tular, the broken granite shield of the Northwall. | find mysdlf living in the shadowy haf-world
between past and present.

I’ve begun to wonder: If | write again, will | be forever lost in the past?Will thisland constructed of
letters and ink become morered than theair | breathe? Will | become mired in memories, doomed for
eternity to relive old terrors and rare triumphs?

Though | know therisk must betaken, | find I cannot write. | know it isthe only way to lift her curse of
immortality. Only by completing her talewill | findly be alowed the balm of degth. Y et, in the past
moons, |’ ve begun to doubt her promise. What if her ancient words were atrick, afind act of maliceon
the part of the wit’ ch?

Sofor too long atime, | have sat frozen, hovering between terror and salvation.
That is, until thismorning—when she sent measign!

As| woke with the crowing of a cock and splashed cold water on my face, | discovered amiraclein the
mirror above my washstand. Nestled within my dark locks rested asingle gray hair. My heart clenched at
the sight; tears blurred the miracle. Asthe morning’ sfog melted in therays of therisng sun, | refused to
move. | dared not

Wit ch (jate even finger that single strand, afraid it might be anillusion. | could not face such crudlty. Not
now, not after so long.



Inthat moment, | felt something long dead in my heart spring to life—hopel

| fell to the floor, knees too weak to hold me up any longer. | sobbed for what seemed like days. It was
adgn, aharbinger of old age, apromise of death.

Once regained control of my limbs, | rose and touched the strand of gray. It wasreal! The wit’ ch had
not lied.

Thisredlization shattered the impasse. Without eating, | gathered the tools of my craft—pen and
scroll—and set to work. | must finish her tale.

Outsde, the winter days have grown muted, asif al color has been bled from the world. People huddie
down drab streets, wrapped from head to toe in the browns and grays of heavy woolens. Beyond the
city walls, the snowy hills are stained with ash and soot from the hundred smoking chimneys of Kdll. Itis
alandscape done in shades of gray and black. Even the skies overhead are cloaked by flat, featureless
clouds—amassive blank date.

Midwinter.

It isagoryteller’ s season, abare canvas that awaits the stroke of a pen to bring life and substance back
into theworld. It isatime when folks crowd around hearths, awaiting tales full of brightness and sharp
colors. It isthe season when innsfill up, and mingtrels sing bawdy stories of other lands, of fireand
sunlight. In other seasons, stories are bought with coppers—but not in winter. In this season of dull skies
and somber hearts, even a poor storyteller could find his pot blessed with silver and gold. Suchisthe
hunger for talesin winter.

But, of course, with thistae, | seek not gold, but something more vauable, something al men are granted
at birth but that was stolen from me by awit’ch. | seek only desth.

So astheworld huddlesin the quiet of awinter’s cloak, | once again begin Elena stae. | ask you to
close your eyes and listen. Beyond this season of whispers, angry voices are raised. Can you hear them?
Men using words like swords, hacking and parrying one another... And there sits one lone woman,
caught in the midgt of their fury.

Elenafound her throne an uncomfortable seat. It was achair meant for someone harder and more
age-worn than she. Its high, straight back was carved in twining roses, the thorns of which could be felt
through her silk robe and dress. Even its seat wasflat and unforgiving, polished ironwood with no pillow
to soften its hard surface. For ages past, it had been the seat of power for A’loa Glen. Both kings and
praetors had sat herein judgment, sea-hardened men who scowled at the comforts of life.

Evenitsszewasintimidating. Elenafet likeachild in thewide and tal chair. There were not even
armrests. Elenadid not know whét to do with her hands, so she ended up smply folding them in her lap.

One step below her, though it might have been aleague away for as much asthey paid her any attention,
was along table crowded with representatives from every faction willing to fight the Gul‘ -gotha. Elena
knew what the mgority herein the Great Hall thought of her. All they saw was adim woman with pale
skin and fiery hair. None noticed the pain in her eyes, nor the fearful knowledge of her own dread power.
To them, shewas a pretty bird on aperch.

Elenabrushed aside astrand of hair from her face.



All dong the length, voices cried to be heard in languages both familiar and strange. Two men on thefar
end were close to coming to blows.

Among the throng, there were those Elenaknew wdll, those who

*_nvj /'t had helped wrest theidand of A’loa Glen from the evil rooted here. The high kedl of the
Dre'rendi FHeet, till bearing his bandages from the recent war, bellowed his demands. Beside him, the
eV'in queen, Meric'smother, sat tiffly, her long silver locks reflecting the torches' radiance, afigure of
iceandfire. At her elbow, Master Edyll, an elder of the sea-dwelling mer’ al, tried continualy to force
peace and decorum amid the frequently raucous discourse.

But for every familiar face, there were scores of others Elenaknew only by title. She glanced down the
long table of strangers— countless figureheads and foreign representatives, all demanding to be heard, dl
claiming to know what was best for the war to come with the Gul’ gotha,

Some argued for scorching the idand and leaving for the coast; others wanted to fortify theidand and let
the Dark Lord destroy hisarmies on their walls; and still others wanted to take the fight to Blackhal itsdlf,
to take advantage of the victory here and destroy the Gul’ gothal stronghold before the enemy could
regather its scattered forces. The heated arguments and fervid debates had waged now for closeto a
moon.

Elenaglanced sdelong to Er’ril. Her sworn liegeman stood to the right of her seet, arms crossed, face a
stern, unreadable mask. He was a carved statue of Standish iron. His black hair had been oiled and
dicked back aswas custom along the coast. Hiswintry eyes, the gray of early morning, studied the table.
None could guess his thoughts. He had not added one word to the countless debates.

But Elenanoticed the tightness at the corners of his eyes as he stared. He could not fool her. Hewas
growing asirritated as she at the bickering around the table. In over afortnight, nothing had been
decided. Sincethe victory of A’loa Glen, no consensus had been reached on the next step. Whilethey
argued, the days disappeared, one after the other. And still Er'ril waited, aknight at her side. With the
Blood Diary in her hands, he had no other position. Hisrole as leader and guide had ended.

Elena sghed softly and glanced to her gloved hands. The victory celebration amoon ago now seemed
like another time, another place. Y et as she sat upon her thorny throne, she remembered that long dance
with Er'ril aop her tower. She remembered histouch, the warmth of his pam through her silk dress, the
whisper of his bregth, the scuff of beard on her cheek. But that had been their only dance. From that
night onward, though Er’ril had never been far from her sde, they had scarcely shared aword. Just
endless meetings from sunrisetill sundown. But no longer!

Sowly, asthe others argued, Elena pedled back her lambskin gloves. Fresh and untouched, the marks of
the Rose were asrich as spilt blood upon her hands: one birthed in moonlight, one born in sunlight.

Wit’ chfire and coldfire—and between them lay stormfire. She Stared at her hands. Eddies of power
swirled in whorls of ruby hues across her fingers and palm.

“Elena?’ Er'ril stirred by her Sde. Heleaned closeto her, hiseyes on her hands. “What are you doing?’

“| tire of these arguments.” From afiligreed shegath in the sash of her evergreen dress, she dipped freea
slver-bladed dagger. The ebony hilt, carved in the shape of arosg, fit easily in her pam, asif it had
aways been meant for her. She shoved aside memories of her Uncle Bol, the one who had christened the
knifein her own blood. She remembered hiswords. It is now a wit’ ch’s dagger . “Elena...” Er'ril’s
voice was stern with caution. Ignoring him, she stood. Without so much asaword, she drew the sharp
tip across her right palm. The pain was but the bite of awasp. A single drop of blood welled from the
diceand fdl upon her slk dress. Still Elena continued only to stare down the long table, silent. None of



the council members even glanced her way. They were too involved voicing their causes, challenging
others, and pounding rough fists on the iron wood surface of the table.

Elenasighed and reached to her heart, to the font of wild magicks pent up insgde. Cautioudy, she unfurled
dim threads of power, fiery wisps of blood magicksthat sang through her veins, reaching her bloody
pam. A smdl glow arose around her hand as the power filled it. Elena clenched her fist, and the glow
deepened, aruby lantern now. Sheraised her figt high.

Thefirst to spot her display wasthe aged elder of the mer’ ai. Master Edyll must have caught the glow's
reflection off hisslver goblet. Asthe elder turned, the wine spilled like blood from his cup. He dropped
the goblet with a clatter to the tabletop.

Drawn by the noise, others glanced to the spreading stain of wine. Gaze after gaze swung to the head of
thetable. A wave of stunned silence spread across those gathered around the table.

Elenamet their eyes unflinching. So many had died to bring her hereto thisidand: Uncle Bal, her parents,
Hint, Moris...

And she would speak with their voices this day. She would not et their sacrifices be dwindled away by
thisendless sniping. If Alaseawasto have afuture, if the Gul’ gotha rule wasto be chdlenged, it wastime
to move forward, and there was only one way to do this. Someone had to draw alinein the sand.

“I have heard enough,” Elena said softly into the stretch of quiet. From her glowing figts, fiery filaments
crawled down her arm, living threads of reddish gold. “I thank you for your kind counsel these past days.
Thisnight | will ponder your words, and inthe morning | will give you my answer on the course we will
pursue”

Down the table, the representative from the coastal township of Penryn stood up. Symon Feraoud, a
portly fellow with ablack mustache that draped below his chin, spoke loudly. “Lass, | mean no insult, but
the matter here does not await your answer.”

Severa heads nodded at his words.

Elenalet the man spesk, standing silent asfine threads of wit’ ch fire traced fiery trails down her arm,
gplitting into smaler and smaller filaments, sporeading across her bosom and down to the sash of her
dress.

“The course ahead of usmust be agreed by dl,” Symon Feraoud continued, bolstered by the silent
agreement of those around him. “We' ve only just begun to debate the matter at hand. The best meansto
ded with the Gul’ gothd threat is not amatter to be decided over asingle night.”

“A snglenight?’ Elenalowered her arm dightly and descended the single step to stand before the head
of thetable. “Thirty nights have passed since the reveries of our victory here. And your debates have
served no other purpose but to fracture us, to spread dissent and disagreement when we must be a our
mogt united.”

Symon opened his mouth to argue, but Elenastared hard at him, and his mouth dowly shut.

“Thisevening the moon will again risefull,” Elenacontinued. “The Blood Diary will open once more. |
will take your counsdl here and then consult the book. By morning, | will bring afind planto thistable.”

Master Edyll cleared histhroat. “For debate?’

Elenashook her head. “For al your agreements.”



Silence again descended over the assembly. But this was not the stunned quiet of before, it wasa
brewing tempest—and Elenawould not let that squall strike.

Before even agrumble could arise, Elenaraised her glowing fist over thetable. “1 will brook no further
debate. By dawn’slight tomorrow, | will make my decison.” She splayed open her hand; flames
flickered from her fingers. Lowering her hand, she burned her print into the ironwood table. Smoke
curled up her wrist. She leaned on her arm as she studied each face. Flames licked between her fingers.
“Tomorrow we forge our future. A future where we burn the Black Heart from thisland.”

Elenalifted her pam from the table. Her handprint was burned deep into the ironwood, smoldering and
codl red, like her own pam. Elena stepped away. “ Anyone who objects should leave A’loa Glen before
the sun rises. For anyone left on thisidand who will not abide by my decision will not seethat day’ssun

Frowns marred most every face, except for the high kedl of the Dre rendi, who wore ahard, satisfied
grin, and Queen Trata of the ev’in, whose face was amask of soicice.

“It istime we stopped being a hundred causes and become one,” Elena declared. “ Tomorrow Alaseawill
be reborn on thisidand. It will be one mind, one heart. So | ask you al to look to your heartsthis night.
Make your decisions. Either join usor leave. That is all that isleft to debate.”

Elena scanned their faces, keeping her own as cold and hard as her words. Findly, she bowed dightly.
“Wedl have much to decide, so | bid you agood night to seek counsel where you will.”

Turning on ahed, she swung from the table where her print still smoldered, areminder of who shewas
and the power she held. She prayed the display was enough. Stepping around the Rosethorn Throne, her
skirts brushed softly on the rush-covered flagstone. In the heavy hush, time seemed to dow. The hest of
the assembly’ s gazes on her back fdlt like aroaring hearth. She crossed dowly toward Er'ril, forcing her
limbsto move camly.

The swordsman still stood stiff and stoic by the seat. Only hisgray eyesfollowed Elenaas she neared
him. Though hisface was hard, his eyes shone with pride. Ignoring the plainsman’ s reaction, she stalked
past him and toward the side door nearby.

Er'ril moved ahead to open the heavy door for her.

Once beyond the threshold, Er’ril stepped to her side, closing the door behind him. “Well done, Elena. It
was time someone shook them up. | didn’t know how much longer | could stomach their endless—"

Free of the hal, Elena ssumbled, her legs suddenly going wesk.
Er'ril caught her elbow and kept her upright. “Elena?’

Sheleaned heavily on her liegeman. “ Just hold me, Er'ril,” she said shakily, her limbstrembling under her.
“Kegp mefromfdling.”

Hetightened his grip and stepped nearer. “ Always,” he whispered.

Elenatouched his hand with her bare fingers. Though she appeared agrown woman in body, in truth, her
bewit’ ched form hid afrightened girl from the Highlands. “ Sweet Mother, what have | done?” she
moaned softly.

Er'ril turned her dightly and held her a arm’ slength. He leaned closer, catching her gaze with his
sorm-gray eyes. “Y ou ve shown them al what they were waiting to see.”



She glanced down to her toes. “ And what isthat? A mad wit' ch bent on power.”
Er'ril lifted her chin with asinglefinger. “No, you' ve shown them the true face of Alased sfuture.”

Elenamet Er'ril’ sgaze for abreath, then sighed. “I pray you' reright. But how many will ill be at that
table when the sun risestomorrow?’

“It doesn’'t matter the number who stand at the table. What isimportant isthe strength and resolve of
those hearts.”

“ Bl,lt—”

Er'ril slenced her with ashake of hishead. Still holding her arm, he urged her down the hall. “We ve
licked our wounds here long enough after the War of the Ides. Your ingtinct isright. It istimeto separate
the grain from the chaff. Those who remain at the table at sunrise will be those ready to confront the
Black Heart himsdif.”

Elenaleaned into the plainsman’ s support as she waked. The halls through this region of the sorawling
cadtle ran narrow and dark, the torchesfew and far between. “1 hope you'reright,” Elenafinally said.

“Trug me”

They continued in slence. Elenaquickly regained her legs, pondering Er'ril’ swords. Alasea’ s future.
But what did it hold? Elena frowned. Who could know for sure? But whatever path lay ahead, it would
have to be tread.

Suddenly, Elena sarm was jerked backward. She was yanked to astop as Er'ril stepped in front of her.
“What areyou—7?" she started to blurt.

“Hush!” Er'ril’ s sword was dready out and pointed toward the shadows ahead.
From out of the darkness, afigure stepped forth.
“Stand back,” Er'ril barked. “Who goesthere?’

Ignoring the plainsman’ s brandished wegpon, the figure moved another stride forward, into the torchlight.
He stood afull head shorter than Er'ril and was waspishly thin. Wearing only apair of knee-length
canvas breeches, hisdark skin shown like carved ebony in the flame' sglow. The white scar on his
forehead blazed, the rune of an opening eye.

Elenapushed Er'ril’ s sword down and stepped nearer. It was one of the zo' ol the tiny warriors who
hailed from the jungles that fringed the Southern Wastes. They had fought bravely at her side aboard the
Pale Stallion.

The dark man bowed his partialy bald head. Hissingle long braid of black hair, adorned with bits of
conch shells and feathers, lay draped over his shoulder.

“What are you doing skulking in these hdls?’ Er'ril asked brusquely, keeping his sword unsheathed.
The man raised hiseyestoward Elena They glowed with pain and anguish.

Elenamoved astep forward and was surprised to fed Er'ril’ sgrip tighten in warning. Would the
plainsman’ s suspicions never end? She shook free of his hand and approached the small shaman.
“What' swrong?’



Asanswer, the man lifted hisarm and opened his hand. Resting on his padm was atarnished slver coin
imprinted with the image of asnow leopard.

“I don't undergtand,” Elenasaid. She knew from talking with her brother Joach that this small man was
consdered to be ashaman of his people, what they called atriba wizen. She had also learned that the
man had some ability to use talismans to speak across vast distances. He had done so with Joach in the

past.
Thesmadl man raised his coin higher, asif thiswas explanation enough.

Misunderstanding, Elenareached for the coin, but the man’ sfingers closed, keeping her from touching it.
He dropped hishand. “Hecalls,” the shaman said, backing up astep. “Death draws near to al of them.”

Er'ril moved to Elena sside. “Who? Who cdls?’

The smdl man’ seyesflicked toward the plainsman, then back to Elena. He struggled with the common
tongue. “Magter Tyrus, the man who rescued my people from the davers.”

Er'ril glanced to Elena. “He must mean Lord Tyrus, captain of Port Rawl’ s pirates and heir to the throne
of Castle Mryl.”

Elenanodded. Tyruswas the man who had lured off Mycelle and atrio of her old companions. Kra,
Mogweed, and Fardale. For two moons now, Elena had heard no word of the party, except that they
sought to regain Castle Mryl and the Northwall from the Dark Lord’ sforces. “What do you know of
them?’

The shaman bowed his head, struggling again with the common tongue. “1 hear awhisper. Pain. Fear. A
cdl for help.”

Elenaturned to Er'ril. “They'rein trouble.”

Er'ril’ slipstightened to a hard frown. “ Perhaps, but if so, | don’t see what we can do. They could be
anywhere by now, lost deep among the endless forests of the Western Reaches.”

“But there must be away,” she mumbled. She swung to the zo' ol warrior. “Did you learn anything ese?’
The shaman shook hishead. “1 hear only one other word. | no understand. A curse, | think.”

“What wasit?’

The smal man’ s dark face scrunched with thought. “ Gr-graff-on.”

Elena s brows pinched together. She frowned. What did that mean? It was nonsense.

Then Er'ril jolted beside her. “ Griffin!” He stepped nearer the smal man. “Did you say ‘ griffin’ ?’

The shaman brightened, nodding vigoroudy. “Y es. Graff-on! Yes, yes!” Hiseyeswerewide, clearly
hoping thiswas sgnificant.

“| ill don’'t understand,” Elenasaid.

Er'ril stood silent, gaze turned inward, brooding on some past event. His voice was soft when he spoke,
breathless. “A Weirgate.”

The single word drew agasp from Elena. Weirgate. The word froze her heart. She remembered the



massive statue of amonstrous black bird, amythical wyvern. But it was more than just aloathsome
sculpture. Carved of ebon’ stone, it was afoul congtruct of power, aporta to awell of dark magicks
caled theWaeir. Elenarecdled her mind' shbrief brush with the evil insde the statue. Her skin prickled
with just the memory. She had dmost lost Er'ril to that evil.

Er'ril continued to speak. “Back when | freed the book, the dark-mage Greshym told me of the other
Gates. He said there were four. The wyvern we had aready encountered, but also three more: a
man-ticore, abaslisk, and—" Er’ril’ s gaze fixed back on Elena. “—and a griffin.”

Elena choked on her own words. “But... but aWeirgate in the Western Reaches? Why? What isit doing
out there?’

“I don't know. Greshym hinted at some plan of the Gul’ gotha. Something to do with positioning
Weirgates at key stesaround Alasea”

“Likeat Winter’ sEyrie,” Elenaadded. She remembered that that had been the ultimate destination of the
Wyvern Gate before they had stopped it. “What could the Dark Lord be planning?’

“Even Greshym didn’t know,” Er'ril answered, but he nodded toward the zo' ol shaman. “But obvioudly,
whatever the Black Heart’ s plan, it poses a danger to the others out there.”

Elena studied the small warrior. “ Can you reach Lord Tyrus? Find out more?’
Heraised the coin again. “1 try many times. The coin has gone cold. Empty. A very bad omen.”
Elena straightened. “ Then what do we do? We can’t just ignore this message.”

Er'ril findly sheathed his sword with a sharp snap. “It was their choice to venture into the western wilds.
We cannot spare any forces on afutile search.”

“ Bth—”

“Y ou have your own battlesto fight, Elena. And anight to consult with the Blood Diary and decideon a
plan for the war council tomorrow. Y ou have burned your commitment into the ironwood of the table.
Y ou must honor your word.”

“But how can 1?1f Aunt My isin danger—"

“Mycdleisaskilled sivordsvoman and now afull shape-shifter again,” Er'ril interrupted sternly. “Like
the others, she must face the threat with her own strength and skill.”

Elend s congternation could not be hidden.

Er'ril gripped her shoulders. “1 will check with the Brotherhood' s library here. Seewhat | can find out
about these Weirgates. But you must remain focused. Y ou’ ve along night ahead of you. | suggest you
rest, deep. Put aside these worriesfor thisone night.”

“How can I”?” she whispered softly and pulled away. “How do you shut out your heart?’

“By knowing there is nothing your worrying will do to help Mycelle and the others. If you take on their
burden and your own, both will suffer.”

Elenanodded, her shoulders dumping. Er'ril was right. She had made a commitment to point the various
factionsin one unifying direction. She had asked the leaders around the long table to look to their own
hearts and be ready to put asde al distractions. Could | do any less now?



Sheraised her face to Er'ril and hardened her countenance. “1 will do asyou say.”
Er'ril nodded, satisfied. “Then let’ s get you to your room. | will wake you just before moonrise.”

She nodded and moved forward, suddenly very tired. She touched the zo’ ol shaman’s shoulder as she
passed him. He still wore aworried, sick expression. Whatever he had felt from Lord Tyrus had shaken
the man deeply. “Wewill learn what we can thisday,” she promised him. “Fear not. If thereis something
we can do, we will.”

The shaman bowed his head, pressing the back of hisfist to his scarred brow.

Elenamoved on down the hall, her thoughts till on her lost friends. Silently, she prayed them safe, but in
her heart, dread settled like athick mist insde her chest. And within thisfog of worry, another emotion
flared brighter: agrowing sense of urgency.

Something was wrong out there.

She knew it as surdly as she knew the moon would rise full tonight. And if shewasto be honest with
hersdlf, this dread was not new to this moment. For the past two days, everything had seemed wrong to
her: sunlight had seemed sallow, voices had become stri-dent, food bland, her skin had even seemed to
itch congtantly. Since this morning, Elenahad felt asif thewalls of the castle were closing around her.

Intruth, this cloying sense, more than anything € se, had driven her to stand before the council and
demand an accounting of them. Er'ril may think her brave and bold, but honestly, it was only
exasperation and worry. She had acted because time was narrowing for her—for them al. She had been
unableto st quiet any longer.

Elena glanced behind her, searching for the small figure of the zo’ ol wizen. But the man was gone,
swalowed in shadow.

If only her fearswould disappear aseedly.

From the heights of the easternmost tower of the keep, Tol* ~ chuk watched the salvage work among the
docks and through the maze of half-submerged towers below. Crouched amid the tumbled blocks of
granite and volcanic stone of the ruined tower parapet, he was done with histhoughts. Ever snce the
elv'in warships had destroyed the tower, none dared risk the unstable ruins—except Tol’ ~ chuk. It was
his haven.

As he gtared, voices from the docks reached up to him. Men called to one another—some in barked
orders, somein comradely song. At the sea’ s edge, nets and ropes worked at dredging masts and
sections of hull from the tangle of debris caught among the avenues and streets of the sunken section of
A’loaGlen.

It was adaily chore. With each morning’ stide, the dregs of the last moon’ s daughter washed ashore. It
was asif the Great Degp sought to expd the pain and bloodshed from its salty depths. And not only
broken ships floated and rolled in the stagnant waters, but aso the bloated corpses of men, dragons, and
tentacled monsters. The stench in the morning drew scores of seabirdsto the feast.

Like maraudersin the night, the men and women laboring below wore scraps of cloth across their mouths
and noses. But the rotting reek did not bother Tol’ chuk. To him, the smell was somehow fitting. Even
before the war had started, Tol’ chuk had been unable to cleanse the stench of death from his nose.

Turning hisback on the sea, Tol’ chuk fished out the chunk of crimson heartstone from histhigh pouch.
Herein the shadows cast by the western section of the castle, his stone glowed with its own inner light.



Where onceit had blazed like aruby sun, it now only shone with afeeble, dmost sickly glimmer.
Tol’ chuk held the crystd toward the points of the compass: north, east, south, west. Nothing. He felt no
familiar tug on hisheart. The crystal that had once guided him did so no longer.

Helifted the crystal toward the evening glow. Deep within the facets, he stared at the shadow at its heart:
the Bane, the shadow in the stone, a curse laid upon his people by the Land itself for an atrocity
committed by one of his great ancestors, the Oathbreaker. Tol’ chuk had been assigned to correct his
ancestor’ s crime by the ancients of his own tribe. He had been gifted with the stone, avessd for his
peopl€' s deceased spirits, as aguide. But the Bane had nearly completed its curse. It had grown asit fed
on histribe s piritsinsde the crystal. When Tol’ chuk had begun his quest, the tiny worm had been
difficult to see through the thousand facets of the crystd, but it was now plainly evident, well fed. It was
changing, too. Like acaterpillar transforming into a butterfly, the Bane had grown into a shadowy
cresture, curled and lurking inside aruby cocoon. But what wasit? What wasit becoming?

Tol’ chuk lowered the large gem.

In truth, what did it matter? The spirits of his ancestors were almost gone, easten away. Tol’ chuk leaned
over the dark stone. Why had the Heart of histribe led him to thiswit’ ch? Wasthere aclue hidden in this
fact? By helping her, would he be helped? He had no way of knowing. But what other course lay open to
him?

Tol’ chuk fingered open his pouch as he stared again at the scavengers below. He watched the birds
whesdling in the sky, crying and cawing over the feast on the beach. He saw sharksfighting over anetted
corpse. Heturned away. Life always feeds on death, he thought morosdly.

Struggling to force the heartstone back into its pouch, he grumbled and fought the straps. Then the stone,
asif angry at histusding, flared bright. Tol’ chuk gasped. The stone rolled from his clawed fingersto rattle
acrossthefloor of the tower. It settled to astop beside atoppled pillar. Y et it continued to shinelike a
dar.

Tol’ chuk squinted, eyestearing from both the pain of the brightness and from relief. The Heart had come
diveagan.

He crawled to hisfest, leaning on aknuckled arm. His other hand shaded hiseyesfrom theglare. Thena
shadow appeared from the very heart of the intense ruby sheen. It grew larger with each thunderous
heartbeat in Tol’ chuk’ s ears. The darkness swirled up from out of the brightness. Fear froze Tol’ chuk in
place. The Bane. It had cometo claim him.

Stll, Tol’ chuk did not move. In fact, he straightened from his crouch. If death came for him thisday, he
was ready. The ruby brightnesswas al but eaten away by the swirling blackness. Then the shadows
grew denser; the crimson brightness an auraaround it. Still the brightness stung, like the hao of an

eclipsed sun.

The swirling cloud of shadows coaesced on itsdlf, aform taking shape. Even with the glare, Tol’ chuk’s
eyes grew wide at the sight. Soon the image of an og' re, sculpted of shadows, grew before him.
Hunched, bent-backed, it knuckled on an arm the size of atreetrunk, abristle of spiny fur trailing down
its bare back. Large eyes, swirls of dark clouds, stared back at Tol’ chuk. It could have been adark
mirror image of himsalf—and in somewaysit was. He stepped forward, tears blurring the miracle.
“Father?’ The shadowy figure till did not move, but a crinkle of amusement seemed to mark itsface.
Eyestraveled over Tol’ chuk’ s upright form. “ He-who-walks-like-a-man.”

Tol’ chuk glanced down &t his posture, then bent to knuckle on his clawed fist.



“No,” thefigure said, its voice sounding both like awhisper in hisear and acal from far away. It spoke
inthe native og' retongue. “Don't. The Triad named you truly.”

“But, Father—7
A shake of shadowy head. “I don’t have much time. | must speak quickly.”
“But the Heart? It glows again!”

“Only for the moment.” The dark og'reraised hiseyestoward hisson. “1 am the last of the spiritsin the
stone. It isour blood tiesthat have kept me from the Bane for thislong. But asthe sun sets, | will be

gone.”
“No!”

An angry grumble flowed. “ Stonesfal from heights, and water runs downhill. Even an og' re cannot fight
these things. And you are an og're, Son. Accept my fate as| do.”

1] Bljt—?’

“I come at my end with asingle guidance for you. Asthe Bane nears, | sense the path you must take
next. But from here you must walk without the spirits. Y ou must walk aone.”

“But why?If the Bane empties the stone, why continue?’
“All isnot logt, my son. Thereis till away to destroy the Bane, to revive the Heart of our people.”
“I don’'t understand.”

The details of the figure began to fade, as did the radiant crimson glow. Even the voice began to fray.
“Takethe stone... to whereit wasfirst quarried.”

“Where?’

The answer was abrush of wind in hisear. Tol’ chuk staggered back. He gasped. “No.” But he knew he
had not heard falsdly.

The image faded back to shadows. “Do asyou are bid... for your father’ smemory.”

Tol’ chuk clenched both fists. What he asked was impossible, but till Tol’ chuk nodded. “1 will try,
Father.”

The shadows receded into the brilliance. A last whisper reached him. “1 see your mother inyou.” The
glow faded back into the stone. “1 go happily, knowing we both live onin you, my son.”

Then only the dull stone remained on the cold granite.

Tol’ chuk could not move. There was not even aglimmer left in the crystd. Finally, he crossed over and
gathered it in his clawed hands and sank to hisknees, cradling the Heart of his peoplein hislap.

Tol’ chuk sat until the sun lowered beyond the western horizon, unmoving, except for theroll of an
occasiona tear down acheek. Finaly, as histower was swalowed by darkness, Tol’ chuk lifted the
stoneto hislips and kissed the faceted surface. “ Good-bye, Father.”

JoOACH HURRIED DOWN THE ABANDONED HALLWAYS, PRAYING TO ESCAPE.



His breath was ragged, and hisfine clothes dusty from racing through these unused corridors. He paused
and listened for amoment. He heard no sounds of pursuit. Satisfied, he dowed his pace and removed a
handkerchief to wipe hisbrow. That had been too closet

He came upon asmall winding stair on hisleft and took it. The walls brushed his shoulders on either sde.
Clearly here was an old servants stair, too narrow for regular traffic. He took the stepstwo at atime. If
he could reach the main floor of the Great Edifice, he knew the way by heart to the kitchens. Hisbelly
growled its complaint at the thought of aloaf of bread and abowl of barley stew. His narrow escape had
cost him hisdinner—but it wasasmdl priceto pay.

Joach clambered down the last of the stairs and pushed through the narrow doorway. He was ingtantly
assaulted with the clamor of the kitchens: pots banging, fat Sizzling, and the roar of the head cook over
the organized chaos. The double-wide kitchen doors opened to hisimmediate |eft. Firdight from the row
of hearthsflickered like sunset on the wals. From this haven, the aromas of roasting rabbits struck his
nostrils. Bread, fresh from the ovens, flavored the air with the resins of rye and onions. Joach was drawn
toward the smdll, enthrdled asif till under the darkmage s spdll. Forgetting hisfrantic flight amoment
ago, hislimbs moved of their own accord toward the noise and scents.

He entered the kitchens, bumping into ayoung scullion girl with her hair pulled back in asingle tawny
braid under astained handkerchief. Shekicked at him, clearly thinking him one of the other kitchen
workerstrying to grab more than aloaf of bread. “ Och! Get off me, you oaf! I’m no tavern wench.”

Joach took an elbow blow to the midriff before he could grab her arm and gain her attention. “Hold on!”

Sheturned, finaly seeing him. Her skin was dark, a deep bronze that matched her rich golden hair. Her
eyestraveled up from hisblack boots, over hisfine gray breeches, to hisemerald silk shirt with agray
formal cloak over hisright shoulder. Her gaze settled on hisface.

Panicked, she dropped to her knees. “Lord Joach!” Her cry drew many other eyes. The clamor of the
kitchens died around him.

Joach’ sface reddened to match hisfiery hair. He reached and pulled the young girl to her feet, but the
muscles of her legs seemed to have vanished. Shewaslikealimp doll. He had to hold her steady. “1 am
no lord,” he said. “I’ ve worked in these same kitchens.”

“Aye, hedid” arough voice cdled out. A large man pushed through the gawking kitchen help. He wore
astained gpron over hisswollen bely. His cheeks were dtill ruddy from the flames. It wasthe
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head cook. Joach recognized the man from the time when Joach had been enthralled to Greshym. The
large man swung hiswooden ladle toward the head of athin potscrubber. “And if you dl don't get back
to your chores, I’ll tan your arses but good.”

The crowd dispersed around them both, except for the girl. She took a step back but no farther. Her
eyeswere huge.

The cook tapped his large spoon into his other meaty paw. “I don't figure you' re down here to fetch
someone' s supper.”

Joach turned his attention to the rotund man. “I can’t believe you' re fill here. How did you survive the
darkmage ssege of theidand?’



“Aye, even mongters and darkmages need to eat,” He fingered aleather patch over hisleft eye. This
feature was new. Joach saw asmall purplish scar trailing from the man’ s forehead to disappear under the
patch. “Of course, you' d better make sure you don’t overcook their mest, if you get what | mean.” A
glimmer of old horror flashed in the man’s one good eye, but then vanished to be replaced with good
humor. “Now what can | do for my littlelord?’

“l'amnolord,” Joach repesated with atired frown.
“That'snot what | hear tell. | heard you' re aroyd prince of those flying boat people.”

Joach sighed. “So they claim,” he muttered. The elv'in seemed to think he and hissster Elenawerethe
last descendants of their ancient king. “All | know wasthat | was born an orchard farmer, and | claim no
more.”

“A tree picker!” The cook brayed like an amused mule and clapped him on the shoulder, almost
throwing Joach to hisknees. “Now that I’ d believe. You'realanky one, al right!” The cook guided him,
none too gently, toward an oaken work table. He kicked a chair forward. “So I’ m guessing from the way
you camein herewith your nose sniffing in the air that you' relooking for abit of nibblings.”

“Intruth, I... | haven't eaten.”

The cook placed him in aseat. “How come? I’ vefilled that cursed banquet hal to the rafters. They kin't
have eaten their belliesthrough dl my fare so soon.”

Joach shifted in his seat. “I chose not to eat up there thisnight.”

“Och, | don't blame you. All that prattling and yammering.” The cook waved to hiskitchen help,
directing them with no more than apoint of hisladle and afirm frown. Soon the table wasfilling with
loaves of bread, thick dabs of cheese, platters of berries. A small lad carried abowl asbig as hishead
and did it infront of Joach. It contained a stew of rabbit with potatoes and carrots.

The cook tossed him a spoon. “Eat up, Lord Joach. It may be plain, but you' Il find no better fare evenin
that banquet hall.” Then he was goneto attend his hearths.

The scullion maid Joach had bumped earlier swept up to the table with aflagon of de. Shefilled hismug,
gplashing more out than in with her nervousness. “ Sorry, sorry, sorry,” sheintoned like alitany.

Joach reached and steadied her hand. The cup was promptly filled. “Thank you,” he said. He found
himsdf garing a her.

Her eyes, which he had thought from a distance to be a degp brown, maybe even black, were actualy
the color of atwilight sky, an indigo blue. Joach found himsalf caught in their poolsfor abreath. Hishand
gill held hers, though his mug was dready full. “Th-thank you,” he repested.

She gared back at him, unblinking, then dowly withdrew her fingersfrom his. Her eyeslingered a
moment on his gloved hand. He wore a custom-tail ored lambskin glove to hide the healing scar of his
right hand. Two fingersand haf his pam were missing, eaten avay by anill’ guard demon during the
taking of the castle. Her eyesreturned to his, unfazed by his disfigurement. She gave the smallest curtsy
and backed away.

Joach’sarm was still held out toward her. “What' s your name?’ he asked in ahurry, before she could
flee

She curtsed again, a bit deeper thistime. She did not meet his gaze, which Joach regretted. “Marta, my



lord.”

“But—" Before he could finish denying his heritage or say another word, she was aready gonein aswirl
of rough-spun dress, flying away on swift feet.

Sighing, Joach returned to hismedl. He found his gnawing appetite had somehow vanished. But he
picked up his spoon and sampled the stew. The cook had not lied. The broth was rich in spices, and the
rabbit meat so tender it melted on histongue. He had not tasted such astew since back on hisfamily’s
farm. It reminded him of home, of his mother’ s care at preparing awinter’ s medl. Joach found his hunger
again. But aswonderful asthe medl tasted, Joach could not shake from his mind theimage of the
scullion’ stwilight eyes.

Logt inreverie and the spread of food, Joach was not aware of the newcomer to the kitchen until he
heard avoice behind him.

“Thereyou are!”

Joach did not need to turn to know who stood at the door. It was Master Richald, the eV’ in brother to
Meric. He groaned inwardly. His escape had not been far enough.

“Itisnot fitting that a prince of the Blood bresk bread with commoners,” theelv'in lord said with clear
distaste, striding to the table.

Joach turned, cheeks reddening from both embarrassment at the man’ s rudeness and smple anger.
Richad stood stiffly besde the table, eyes above dl the clamor, refusing even to see the hard work being
done here. He had the bearing of dl the ev'in: aoof, cold, dismissve of al those around them. Hispale
features were smilar to his brother Meric, but much sharper, asif cut from afiner knife. Hishair wasthe
same bright silver, except for astreak of copper over the left ear.

Pushing off the stool, Joach faced the eV’ in, though the man stood a hand taler than Joach. 1 will not
have you disparage these folks hard work with your rudeness, Master Richad.”

The man’ sfrosted blue eyeslowered dowly to meet his gaze. There was only ice and disinterest in those
eyes. “My rudeness? My sister had gone through greet effortsto bring her six cousinsto the banquet to
meet you. Y ou could show them the courtesy of more than just aterse greeting and vanishing.”

“And | did not ask to be assaulted at dinner by aflock of v’in virgins.”

Richad s browsrose dightly, a supremely shocked response for an €Vv'in. “Watch your tongue. Prince
or not, | will not have my family dishonored by ahalf-Blood.”

Joach suppressed a satisfied grin. So he had finally managed to crack that stoic shell—to revedl this
man’ strue disdain for him, of al theev'in’sdisdain: half-Blood. Haf dv’in and haf humean.

For the past moon, Joach had been flattered by dl the attention of the eV’ in. Every silver-haired man or
woman with adaughter or niece had vied for his eye. He had been introduced to countlesscivac. rv
women, some younger than their first bleed, some older than his own mother. But after atime, he had
begun to sense something behind dl this attention—an underlying distaste that would only show through
cracks, in whispered words and hard glances. Though he shared the blood of an elv’in king, to their eyes,
he was till tainted. For al their attention and the countless daughters and nieces presented to him, the
elv’'in asawhole found Joach distasteful. He was amere vessdl of the ancient king' sblood, agtalion to
impregnate one of their pure stock and return the bloodline to their people. Once done, Joach imagined
he would be tossed aside, a spent coin of no value.



It wasthis cold ritual that he had sought to escape this night. He wastired of thisartificia dance. It would
end now.

Joach stared up a Richald. “How | must gall one of your stature, the son of the queen,” he whispered up
at the taller man. “How it must make your blood race with fire to see the best of the élv’in breeding stock
fawning over ahdf-Blood like mysdf, while you reignored.”

By now, Richad'slimbswere trembling with rage. He couldn’t speak; histhin lips had disappeared to
taut lines.

Joach brushed past him, heading toward the door. “ Tell your aunts, tell al your people, that this
half-Blood isno longer on parade.”

Richald made no move to stop him as he headed toward the kitchen exit. Out of the corner of hiseye,
Joach spotted apair of scullion girls huddled by the door to one of the cupboards. A pair of eyes
followed his path across the room. Marta. She had removed the handkerchief from her head and
loosened thetail of her tawny hair, adrape dl of bronzes and golds.

Joach tripped over the kitchen door’ s threshold.

His misstep raised the ghost of asmile on the girl’ slips. Joach straightened his cloak over his shoulder
and returned her grin. She bowed her head shyly and withdrew into the shadows of the cupboard.

Joach watched her disappear, then crossed out of the kitchen’ s warmth. He was finished with the ice of
thedV’in. It had finally taken the kitchen hearths to melt their hold. Joach glanced back at the open
doors. Intruth, it had not been just the heat—it had aso been ashy girl named Marta

After amoon of fawning, the smple truth in her eyes had shamed him. Love should not be bartered and
contracted. It should start with a glance that reached the heart, then grow from there.

Joach turned his back on the kitchens, but he promised to return.
Both for the wonderful food and to see what else would grow in the glow of the kitchen’ s hearths.

With the sun just set, Meric sat near the prow of the Pale Stal-tion, leaning his back againg therail, legs
extended. He fingered the lute in hislap and plucked afew stray notes. The sound carried over the open
waters around where the Sallion lay anchored. Meric’ s gaze followed the notes across the seas and
skies.

The moon had yet to rise; the stars were a jewel ed blanket overhead. In the distance, around the ide of
A’loaGlen, the spread of stars ended, blotted out by the deek windships hanging over the castle like
gilded clouds. The Thunderclouds, the warships of hiselv'in people. Even from here, their magickal iron
ked's glowed softly in the night, an inner ementd fire holding the ships doft.

Meric frowned at the sight. He knew his mother, Queen Tratd, was up there somewhere, probably
wondering why her son spent more time aboard the Sallion than on her own flagship, the Sun-chaser .
Even after amoon among these people, she still did not understand his attraction to and affection for
those who were not of his Blood. She had listened patiently to the stories of his adventures on these
shores, but her face had never warmed. The élv’in, creatures of the wind and clouds, had little interest in
what went on below the kedls of their boats. Even with the tales, his mother could not understand her
son’' sfedlings for these land-bound peoples.

Meric drew ahand across his scal p. What was once burnt stubbl e after his tortures below Shadowbrook
was now arich field of new slver growth. Thelength of hishair tickled his ears and the back of his neck.



But thisgrowth could not hide dl hisscars. A long trail of pinched, pae skin marred the smoothness of
hisleft cheek.

“Play something,” avoice said near abarrd tied to the starboard rail. The boy Tok sat bundled in athick
woolen blanket, lost within itsfolds. Only his ruffled, sandy-haired head protruded from his cocoon. The
nights now grew cold much fagter as autumn gripped the Archipelago. But the chill was refreshing to
Meric. It helped clear hismind.

“What would you have me play, Tok?" The boy awaysjoined Meric when he played Neg'lahn'slute. It
was a private time the two shared together, and Meric had come to enjoy both the boy’ s company and
their mutua appreciation of music. Some nights even Tok would strum nail on string and practice asong.
But it had been dmost afortnight snce Meric had last played.

“Don’t much matter,” Tok said. “Just play.”

Meric knew what the boy meant. It didn’'t matter what song was strummed. It was the sound of the [ute
itself that was most gppreciated by both. The wooden lute had been carved from the dying heart of a
koa konatree, atree whose spirit had been bonded to the nymph Nee'lahn. Elemental magick ill sang
in the rich vibrations of the whorled-grained wood. It sang of lost homes and hope.

Bending over theingtrument like alover, Meric fingered the neck and stroked the strings. A cascade of
chords sang from thelute like along sigh, asif thelute had held its breeth and could now finally sing
again. Meric smiled and sighed, too. He had put off playing for too long. He had forgotten how just the
voice of thelute calmed his heart.

As he reached for the strings once again, along crash echoed nearby, a hatch banging open. VVoices
interrupted the quiet of the night. “How many?’ arough voice barked.

Two figures appeared from belowdecks and crossed to therail not far from Meric. Holding the neck of
the lute, Meric stood, so as not to appear to be eavesdropping. “What' s the matter?’ he asked.

Thetaller of thetwo glanced hisway. It was Kast. The broad-shouldered Bloodrider nodded to him.
Kast'slong, dark hair was a braided mane down his back. The tattoo of awinged dragon shadowed his
cheek and neck. “We ve just heard word from the council,” Kast said brusgquely, barely able to suppress
hisanger. “Did you hear?’

Meric shook his head.

The dim woman standing beside Kast dipped her small hand into the larger man’s. Meric noted how
Kast squeezed her pam and ran histhumb aong the tender web between her thumb and finger. A casud
gesture. Probably neither was even aware of the smal signa of affection and support between them.

Sy-wen nodded her chin out to sea. “My mother sent an emissary. It seems Elena has forced the council
to make astand.”

Meric stared over the sess. In the far distance, he could barely make out the humped shadow of the
Leviathan, one of theliving behemoths that housed the mer’ ai while they traveled under the sess.

“She gave them achoice,” Sy-wen continued. “ Agree with her plan or leave thisnight.”

Meric s brows rose and he was unable to suppress a shocked grin. It seemed Elenawas growing into
her role asleader and wit’ ch. In her veinsran the blood of ancient elv’in kings. It seemed their colors
werefindly shining forth.



“The high kedl had aready given hissupport,” Kast said. “The Dre' rendi fleet will stay.”

“Aswill themer'a,” Sy-wen said. “Master Edyll convinced my mother that, with the assault on the
idand, there was no further hiding for themer’a.”

“But what of the others?’ Meric asked. He wondered what his own mother’ s decision would be. “I had
better return to the Sun-chaser and ensurethe dv'in fleet will not abandon the cause.”

“No need,” Kast said. “I heard from Hunt, the high kedl’ s son, that the eV’ in will stay. It seemsthey
mean to keep your ancient king's bloodline safe, whatever her decison.”

Meric nodded, but a part of him was suspicious of his own mother’ s quick decision. Had his stories
reached some part of her heart? Or was there another agenda hidden behind Queen Trata’ s generosity?
“What of the others?’

Kast frowned. “May the Mother cursethem al for their cowardice,” he spat.

Sy-wen touched the large man’ s shoulder. “ Before even the sun s&t, practicaly the entire delegation from
the coagtal townships|eft. | imagine most who yet remain will wait to hear Elenaout in the morning, but
who can say for sure?’ She pointed out to aflotillaof sals, lanternsin the rigging. The shipswere drifting
away fromtheidand. “Likethem, more may flee during the night.”

Meric frowned. Bloodriders, mer'a, v’ in—all outsdersto the lands of Alaseaand the only oneswilling
to fight longside awit’ ch. No wonder these lands were conquered five centuries ago. “What now?’
Meric asked.

Kast shook his head. “Wewait until dawn.” The Bloodrider’ s hard gaze surveyed the sees, asif daring
anyone el se to abandon the idand. Sy-wen leaned into the man’ s embrace, tempering his hardness with
her softness. Together, they watched the seas.

Meric drifted afew steps back to his post by the ship’s prow. Nearby, Tok’ s bright eyes reflected the
glow of the moon just now rising. Meric had promised the boy a song, and he would not disappoint.

Stll ganding, leaning againg therail, Meric swung the lute up and settled the instrument againg hisbelly.
He drew his nails across the strings. The music seemed so loud againgt the quiet backdrop of the softly
creaking boat and the gentle lap of water againgt the hull. Meric frowned dightly. Even this brief scaiter of
notes sounded unusualy strident, dmaost scolding.

Tok sat up Sraighter in his blanket, dso noting the change in the lute' s character. Meric felt the gazes of
Sy-wen and Kast swing in hisdirection.

Meric positioned hisfingers and began playing, trying to recaptureits usua bittersweet song. But dl that
sang forth were strident chords, discordant and frantic. Meric continued, trying to discern an answer to
the strange music.

His strumming became more vigorous, not of his own accord, but because the music demanded it of him.
Behind the hard music, it was amost asif he could hear the beat of the drum and the strike of steel on
sted. What was this strange song? Meric found his skin heating as he played. Sweat beaded his forehead
on this cool evening.

“Meric?’ Kast mumbled.

Meric barely heard him. Hisfingers danced aong the long neck of the lute; his nails thrashed the strings.
Then from behind the music awhispery voice arose. “1 have waited for solong...”



Startled, Meric dmost dropped the lute, but it would not let him. He continued to play. It was asif he
were unconnected to his own body: he could not control hisfingers or limbs. The lute had somehow cast
aspell over him. The voice continued, stronger now, familiar, “Cometo me...”

“Whoisthat?’ Kast said, reaching for the lute, seeming to sense Meric' sdistress.
“No!” Meric barked out. “Not yet!”

The speaker now dl but sang through the notes of the lute, abell
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among reeds now, as clear asif the speaker was standing on the planks with them. “ Bring me the [ute. All
will belogt without it.”

Meric' s eyes grew wide as he recognized the singer behind the notes, but it was impossible. He had
helped bury her himsdf. “N-Nee [ahn?’

“Bringmemy Iute, dVv'in. It isthe only hope againg the Grim.”
“Whereare you?’ Meric gasped out.

“Western Reaches... the Stone of Tor. Come quickly...” The voice began to fade. Meric' sfingers
began to dow. Hetried to force hisfingersto quicken again, but Meric could sense the spell weakening.

“Neelahn!” Meric cdled out, struggling with hisfingers. The chords began crashing apart, strident notes
becoming chaos.

One last message strangled through the noise. “Break the Gates! Or dl will be lost!”

Then Meric sfingers spasmed. The lute fell from hisfingers. But Tok dove forward and caught the
instrument in his blanket before it struck the planks. Meric sagged to his knees, weak.

Kast and Sy-wen approached him dowly. Sy-wen reached toward him, but didn’t touch him. “Areyou
al right?”

Meric nodded.
“Who was that?’ Kast asked.

Meric ignored the question. He was not ready to answer that yet, not even to himsalf. He turned to Stare
up at them. “Can you get meto the castle? | must speak to Elena. Now.”

Sy-wen glanced to Kast. The Bloodrider nodded. The two backed to the center of the deck. Kast
stripped out of his boots, breeches, and shirt. Soon he was standing, bare chested, wearing only a
loindath.

As Sy-wen nestly folded the Bloodrider’ s clothes on the planks, Meric drew himsdf up and retrieved the
Iute from Tok. He watched Sy-wen approach and stand before Kast. The Bloodrider leaned down and
deeply kissed Sy-wen. It was akiss of good-bye.

After along moment, they broke apart. Meric saw the glint of tears on Sy-wen’s cheeks. She reached
toward Kast’ s cheek and touched the dragon tattoo on his neck. “I have need of you,” she mumbled
oftly.



Kast jerked under her touch; then the two of them were lost in adark explosion of black scale, silver
claw, and wing. A trumpet of triumph flowed from the whirling flesh. Soon amassive black sea-dragon
crouched atop the deck, silver claws dug deep into the planks.

Its neck was stretched toward the skies, silver fangs glinting aslong asaman’ sforearm. Its triumphant
roar filled the skies.

Tok gasped beside Meric. The boy had never seen Kast transform into the dragon Ragnar’ k before.

Atop the beast’ s back, Sy-wen sat perched. She held out a hand toward Meric asthe dragon rolled a
sngle black eyetoward him.

“Grab Kagt'sgarments,” she said. “L et us be off.”

Er'ril climbed down the long ladder from the observatory loft to the library floor. He bore asatchel of
books over one shoulder and asmall oil lamp with ashort taper. He had fled the immense stacks of the
library for the solitary quiet of the Edifice' s observatory. Amid the old brass scopes and prismed lenses
once used to study the gtars, Er’ril had pored through the ancient texts. But the reward for his strained
eyeswas meager. He had found no mention of the Weir-gatesin any book or scroll. All he could find
was an obscure reference to the mythic Welr itsdlf.

But what did it mean? He was no scholar. He knew swords, horses, and little ese. Still, he did not want
to fail Elena. He had seen her eyes shine with determination when she had heard of the danger faced by
her Aunt Mycelle and the others. A new Weirgate, somewhere near Castle Mryl in the north. Why up
there? Er'ril had hoped for some answer in these dusty shelves, someway to help guide Elenaon the
best course. But he found only more mystery.

TheWer.

The single reference mentioned the elementa energy inherent in the Land. The ancient writing theorized
this elementd energy could not exist without an opposite in nature. All the natural world had two sides.
Reflections, one of another. Mirror images. The sun had the moon. Fireand ice. Light and dark. Even the
twin magicka spirits, Chi and Cho, were reflections of each other: male and female, adudity that
produced abaancein dl things. The text imagined an opposite to the Land’ s power. Where e emental
magicks encom-

James Ci.emhns passed all facets of nature, this other power would reflect dl that was ««naturd. The
scholar named this mythic power the Weir.

Er'ril stepped from the ladder to the library floor with ashudder. Persona experience had proved the
Weir to be anything but myth. He had been drawn into the ebon’ stone statue of the Wyvern Weirgeate,
into the Weir itself. Though he remembered nothing of the experience, he knew the memory was buried
there somewhere—but his mind had walled it away for his own sanity. Er'ril did not fight this. He
susgpected that if light should ever illuminate that corner of hismind, hewould belost forever.

Striding the long length of the narrow library, Er'ril placed his oil lamp and saichel of books beside the
white-robed Brother who had helped him research the Welr.

With spectacles perched on thetip of hisnose, the old scholar looked up. “Were the volumes of any
uses?’

“I'm not yet sure, Brother Ryn. | need to dwell onwhat I'veread.”

The shaven-headed man nodded his understanding. “Only in that way iswisdom ever attained.” The



elderly Brother returned to the crumbling scroll atop the table. “ The other scholarsand | will continueto
peruse the shelves and see what else we can learn for you.”

“Thank you, Brother Ryn.” Er'ril bowed and made ready to depart.

But the scholar spoke again, stopping him. “These Weirgates. .. Y ou described them as|odestones of
magick, cgpable not only of drawing magick into them, but persons of magick, too.”

“ So the darkmage Greshym explained them to me.”

“Hmm...” the Brother said. “ And the Weir isaso the well from which the Dark Lord draws his power.”
Er'ril nodded. It was a secret he had managed to drag out of Greshym when last they had met.

“And are these Gates the only way to accessthe Weir?’

“Greshym seemed to think so. He said the four ebon’ stone statues were somehow linked together,
cregting a portal to the Weir.”

Brother Ryn glanced up at Er'ril, removing his spectacles. The man's eyes were hoary with age, but a
sharp inteligence shone through his cloudy orbs. “Then it would seem prudent to find these four Gates
and destroy them before confronting the Dark Lord directly.”

Er'ril stared back at the old scholar. What the old man asked

Wit' ch Cjate sounded so smple and plain, but in fact wasimpossible. He pictured the Wyvern Gate
flying off from the tower heights. It had been headed back to Blackhall with hisbrother, Shorkan. But
what of the other three? No one knew where they were hidden, and even if they could be found, how did
you destroy such monstrous creations?

The scholar returned to hisreading. “Knowledgeisthe answer, Er'ril of Standi,” he mumbled, asif
reading the plainsman’ smind.

Er'ril nodded and turned to leave.
Brother Ryn, though, had one fina word. “Y ou are smply missing the key.”
Er'ril glanced over his shoulder. “What' sthat?’

“For the past fortnight, | have sensed that a piece of this puzzleis till missing. Discover that and | suspect
away will open.”

“What piece? What do you mean?’

“The unifying eement. Some fact to bring the Gates, the Weir, and thisfont of the Dark Lord' s power
into one clear picture. We arelooking at individual pieces, while the whole portrait fill remains blank to
us. If you canfind thislast piece, dl will comeclear.”

“That' s eesier spoken than done, Brother Ryn.”

“Asisthe path to dl wisdom,” the old scholar said and waved him away, asif dismissing astudent. “The
moon rises. Go to your wit'ch.”

Er'ril bowed one last time and strode toward the doorsto the library. His hand came to rest on the hilt of
his sword. He' d had enough mysteriesfor one evening. It wastime to be asmple liegeman again. Elena



had along night ahead, and he would be at her side when she opened the Blood Diary.

Cadting aside hisworries, Er'ril strode through the halls and stairs of the Edifice to the westernmost
tower, the Wit' ch’s Dagger. He mounted the stairs two at atime and climbed toward the tower chamber
where Elenarested.

As he marched, hefdt asmdl twinge build in hisright leg, where he had borne the thrust of agoblin’s
poisoned blade while protecting Elena. The ache remained like a sour memory. Halfway up the tower,
Er'ril wasforced to dow his paceto single steps asthe pain grew.

It was at these timesthat Er’ril felt hismortality. With the book bequesthed to Elena, its gift of immortality
had been transferred to her. With the spell gone from his own body, Er'ril had expected his hair to grow
quickly gray and his limbsto become ricketed with arthritis. Instead, he aged at anorma pace, apace
which no man could see when studied day by day; it could only be perceived upon reflection over
winters. But here and now, with hisleg aching, he felt the march of time more sharply. Er'ril continued on
with asigh. Findly, he reached the top of the stairs, hislipsin atight grimace. He could hardly hide his
limp from the two guards stationed to either side of the iron-bound oaken doors.

The guards straightened their stances as he approached.
“How fares Elena?’ he asked.

The guard on theright answered. “The old heder has been watching over her. She gavethewit' cha
draught of dreamweed to help her rest until moonrise.”

Er’'ril nodded and strode toward the door. The guard on the left knocked softly, then pushed the door
open for the plainsman.

The room beyond was dimly lit. Only a scatter of thick white candles flickered on the mantel above a
hearth glowing with the cods from atiny fire. The only other illumination came from the row of tower
windows. Long and wide, they reveded the western night skies and the flow of bright stars. In one
window, the edge of the moon could be seen cresting from the sea.

In the dimness, the clearing of athroat drew Er’ril’ s attention to a cushioned chair by the hearth. An old
woman dressed in adark shawl and robe rested with abook in her lap. Her hair, braided and wound like
anest atop her head, matched the gray of her robe. She smiled softly at Er'ril asheturned. “ Sherestsin
the next room,” Mama Freda whispered. “I was about to rouse her, as| see the moon rises.”

“It does, but let her deep afew moments more. The moon hasyet to grow full inthe skies. Shehasa
long night ahead and a hard morning tomorrow.”

“So I've heard. The fate of Alasearestson her decision.” This statement brought a broader smileto the
woman' s burnished fegtures, asif theideaamused her. “ Such small shouldersto carry theworld.”

“She'll manage,” Er'ril said sternly.
Her smileturned wry. “ Oh, with you at her side, | don't doubt it.”

Er'ril found himsdf rankling dightly at the attitude of the heder. “Elenaisstrong,” he said, asif ending the
discusson.

Mama Freda shifted in her chair, settling deeper into the cushions.
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The movement triggered a squesk of protest from the animal perched on her shoulder. It was Tikd, the
golden-maned tamrink from her native jungles. Itstail, ringed in black-and-copper fur, was wrapped
around the woman' s neck. Itstiny bare face, framed in afiery mane, wasfilled by itstwo large black
eyes. “Elenaisgrong... strong...” it chittered, mimicking Er'ril.

The woman camed the beast with atouch and a scratch behind an ear. The animal doubled as both
companion and eyesto the old hedler. Born without eyes herself, she had been bonded to the tamrink
long ago and saw only with the beast’ svision. Right now, Tika’ s attention remained with Er'ril. “ Strong,
you say?’ Mama Fredamocked. “ Y ou did not help the lass to her bed or double the dosage of
dreamweed just to get her to dumber. She bears a great burden.”

“I'mwell avare—"
“Areyou now? Then alittle more support than just a curt word or nod might ease her heart alittle.”

Er'ril sagged dightly under the accusation. In truth, ever since the dance atop this very tower, he had tried
to keep hisrdationship with Elenaat arm’ slength. He could not keep histrue heart from showing. Elena
did not need that burden.

“Did you know that tomorrow is aso Elena s birthingday?” Mama Freda asked.
“What?" Er'ril could not hide the shock in hisvoice,

Mama Fredanodded. “1 heard it from her brother.”

“But why didn't she—?"’

“Because she' strying to be so strong,” Mama Freda said, standing up. “Wit’ ches don’t celebrate their
birthingdays with pastries and well-wishes.” The old healer brushed past Er'ril on the way toward aside
door. “Come. It istime we waked her.”

Er'ril had to force hisfeet to follow. He fdt the fool. After five hundred winters, would he ever
understand the female heart? He sighed as he crossed toward the door.

When it came to women, even theimpossibleriddle of the Weir-gates paled.

Elenawoke when she heard voicesin the main chamber of her tower rooms. Though she could not make
out the words, she recog-
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nized Mama Freda’ s accent and the clipped cadence of Er'ril’ s native Standish. Elena closed her eyes
and gtretched her limbs. She had been dreaming of home, of her mother’ s singing as she baked in the
kitchen, and her father’ slaughter as he camein after along day in the orchards. She kept her eyes
sgueezed shut. How she wished to return to that dream, instead of to thisworld of blood magicks and
demon armies.

Asthe voices drew nearer, Elenaforced her eyes open. Her bedchamber was windowless and dark,
giving no sense of how much time had passed. But if Er'ril was here, then the moon must have risen. He
must have come to wake her.

She scooted up dightly. The darkness of her chamber was not complete. In acorner, upon apedestal of
slvery Tauesan marble, rested atattered black book with aburgundy rose etched in gilt onits cover.



TheBlood Diary. Elend stalisman, birthright. .. and burden.

From the cover of thetome, the gilt rose glowed softly now, an azure hue not unlike moonlight itself. The
moon was calling for the book. Elenaknew that as the moon ripened and rose to its zenith, the glow
would deepen to an inner fire. Then the book could be opened, and the path to the stars bridged once

agan.
A soft knock on her door announced the others. Elena shifted up in the bed. “Come,” she caled ouit.

The door opened. “Did you deep well?” Mama Freda asked as she peeped her head inside.
“Y es, thank you.”

“Good, good.” Mama Freda pushed the door fully open and crossed to the bedside table, bearing a
long, flaming taper in one hand. The old woman lit the single lantern as Er'ril entered.

Elenaeyed the plainaman. She noticed the dight way he favored hisright leg and how hiseyelids
narrowed as he bore weight on the limb. Though he hid it well, hisleg ill pained him from the dagger
wound. As he approached, she saw he had changed from the finery of the Great Hall to his usua
Standish riding clothes. black boots, worn brown breeches, and a green leather jerkin over arough-spun
beige shirt. He had even tied hisraven hair back with astrip of red lesther.

For some reason, the familiar clothes eased Elena s heart. Here was the Er'ril she knew and trusted.

Elena pushed back her sheets. She still wore her bedclothes. As she did from the sheets, the lantern
flared brighter. Elena caught aglimpse of hersdlf in the mirror above the washbasin. Again she felt that
twinge of shock. Who wasthat stranger in the mirror? She touched her face. Her hair spread to her
shouldersin afdl of gentle, fiery curls. Her eyes, ill the green of the young girl, were now flecked with
gold inthelantern light. A spell cast aboard the Seaswift had stolen four winters from her, maturing her
prematurely. Her hand traced from her face down the curves of her new body. Though she had grown
accustomed to this physique, momentslike now ill occasionally surprised her.

“Themoon isamost risen full,” Er'ril said. “We d best prepare.”

She nodded. “1 thought we' d go atop the tower here.” She quickly pulled a thick woolen robe over her
bedclothes, sashing it in place, and pushed her feet into apair of warm dippers.

Once dressed, she crossed to the Blood Diary and reached for it. The glow of the rose had grown richer
injust the short time. Her fingers hovered a breath before touching the tome. From this night forward,
nothing would be the same. She sensed the shift of worlds under her feet. But there was no turning back.
Taking afirming breath, she took the book in her two ruby hands. Raising thetome, sheturned. “I'm

ready.”

“Thenlet usgo.” Er'ril led theway out of the bedchamber to the main room. He crossed to awall and
swept back atapestry to revea ahidden door to a short staircase that led to the roof. With Er'ril ahead
of her and Mama Freda behind, Elena climbed the Sairs. The evening's chill reached her, blowing down
from the open roof. Asthey stepped free of the Staircase, a breeze flapped the edges of her robe. She
drew the sash tighter around her, then clutched the book to her chest.

Behind her, the old healer’ s pet squeaked at the cold and buried itsdf tighter against Mama Freda. “Are
you warm enough, child?” Mama Freda asked Elena, holding up the lantern.

“Y es, but there is no doubt that winter nears.”



“We can il return to the rooms below,” Er’ril said. “The book can be opened anywhere.”

Elena shook her head and crossed to the stones of the parapet. The circle of the moon had climbed fully
fromthe sea. “No. | would like

Jain es Clemensto open it here, in the face of the moon.” She lifted the book. Fromits cover, the rose
olowed brightly.

Er'ril and Mama Freda retreated to give her room.

She was reaching for the cover when the roar of a dragon shattered the night’ s quiet. Elena cringed down
over the book, protecting it, but she quickly recognized the trumpeting voice. It was Ragnar’ k.

Elena straightened, and the trio moved to the parapet’ s edge. “ Something must be wrong,” Er'ril said as
he stared out over the city of A’loaGlen.

Suddenly ablack shape shot acrossthe silver of the rising moon and dove across the towers, aiming for
them. Mama Fredaraised her lantern high while Tikad mumbled, “Big bird, big, big, bird.”

The dragon glided over the thousand spires of the ancient city, drawn like amoth to the light. Once nesr,
it circled on awingtip overhead. A small voice cdled out from the beast’ s back, but the rider’ swords
werelost inthewinds. Er'ril stepped to the side and waved an arm for Ragnar’k to land.

Roaring, the dragon dove to the far side of the roof, and with a sweep of its massive scaled wings, it
alighted on the distant parapet. Silver nails dug deep into the stone, holding its perch. Black eyes, aglow
with garlight and moonlight, sudied them coldly.

Two figureswere saddled on its back. Elenarecognized them both: Meric and Sy-wen.

Thedv'in prince did from his perch and landed on the parapet stones, dancing a moment to keep his
feet. He seemed oblivious of thelong drop behind him. Being a creature of thewind and air, heightswere
not something he noticed. Meric hopped from the stones to cross toward the gathered trio. He dropped
to aknee before Elena, head bowed. “ Princess of the Blood,” he said breathlessly.

Elenafound her cheeks growing heated even with the cold. “Get up, Meric. Enough of this nonsense.
What has brought you here so urgently?’ Elenanodded toward the dragon and Sy-wen.

Meric held up ahand, il out of bresth from hisflight.

Behind Meric, Sy-wen did down the beast’ s neck and climbed off her mount. The mer’a woman rubbed
the dragon’ s snout and leaned her forehead againgt his scales, clearly sharing some inner thought with the
great beast. Elenanoted the sad smile on Sy-wen as she lifted her hand away.

Scale, bone, and wing whirled in on themselves until a naked man stood on the parapet ledge. Kast.
Elena glanced away as Sy-wen helped him down and passed a bundle of clothesto him.

Meric findly seemed to have caught his breath. Still knedling, he dipped abag from his shoulder and
opened it. He pulled free alute. The rich umber and gold of the polished wood amost glowed in the
garlight. Elenaknew the instrument. A twinge of sorrow lanced her heart.

It was Neg' lahn’ sl ute.
“What'swrong, dv'in?’ Er'ril said gruffly.

Meric climbed to hisfeet and only acknowledged Er’ril with ascowl. “I have news,” hesaid to Elena. “A



message from... from... Oh, Sweet Mother, thisis going to sound mad.”
Elenareached and touched Meric’s hand. “From whom?’

Meric met her gaze with his bright blue eyes. “From Neg' lahn.”

Elena shand fell from Meric’s. She could not suppress agasp of shock.
“That' simpossible” Er'ril said.

“Don’t you think | know that?” Meric glanced around at the others.

By now, Sy-wen and Kast had joined them. Kast' s graveled voice spoke dowly. “The ev'in does not
lie. Wedl heard it: avoice behind the strings of thelute.”

“What are you talking about?’ Er'ril asked, frowning deeply.

Meric related what had happened aboard the Pale Sallion. “1 know it was her voice,” hefinished. “ She
commands meto bring the lute to the Western Reaches. Something is threstening the forest.”

“But she' sdead.”

“Maybe... maybenot,” Meric said. “Nee' lahn isnyphai. Sheisacreature of root and loam, even less
humanthan|.”

Er’ril opened his mouth to argue, but Elena stopped him with araised arm. She stepped nearer Meric.
“Alive or not, what threat did Nee'lahn sense?’ Elenarecalled the urgent message from the zo’ ol shaman.
Danger in the Western Reaches. Weirgates.

Meric shook his head, glancing away. “I’m not sure. A threat to the forest.” He shrugged. “The last of
her message did not even make any sense, but she was so urgent.” Meric raised hiseyes. “ ‘Bresk the
gatesor dl will belogt.” ”

Shocked, Elenaturned to Er'ril. Neither spoke, but each knew the other’ s thoughts. Weirgates. A
second warning in lessthan aday. “We cannot ignore this,” Elenawhispered to him.

Er'ril nodded his chin dightly, but he left the decision to her.

Meric spoke up. “1’d like your permission to take one of the ev’in ships and search out Nee'lahn or her
spirit. Return the lute to her.”

After amoment’ s hesitation, Elena glanced to Er'ril, but spoke to Meric. “Thisisnot the first word of
warning we' ve heard coming out from thewest.” Elenatouched Er’ril on the shoulder. “Tell Meric about
the zo' ol shaman’swarning.”

Nodding, Er'ril rapidly related the dire message from Lord
Tyrus

When he was done, Elena continued. “Mycelle and her party are bound for Castle Mryl. If you should
go, | would ask that you take the zo' ol tribesman with you. His ability to fargpeak may aid your search. |
suspect the two warnings are, in fact, one. ThereisaWeir-gate out there, threatening usal. It must be
destroyed.”

“WEe re overlooking something,” Er'ril said.



All eyesturned to him.
“What?" Elenaasked.

“Nee’ lahn warned usto break all the Gates, not just the one. All of them: Wyvern, Basilisk, Griffin, and
Manticore. Earlier today, someone €l se warned me to do the same. The four Weirgates are the portal to
the Weir, thefont of the Black Heart’ s power. If we destroy the Gates, we destroy his power.”

Elena clutched the Blood Diary in her hands. Was that the answer she had been seeking? Could that be
their next step in their assault upon the Gul’ gotha? Kast stepped forward and asked the question plaguing
her. “But where do we find these others?’

“I don’'t know,” Er'ril said. “ Shorkan took the wyvern back to the Gul’ gotha at Blackhall, but the others
could be anywhere.”

“But why the Western Reaches? Why put a Weirgate way out there?’ Elena wondered aloud. She faced
Er'ril. “Did you discover any answer in the castle slibrary?’

Er'ril shook his head with a scowl. “Brother Ryn and the other scholarswill continue to search the
library’ sbooks.”

Elena crossed to the center of the parapet. She lifted the Blood Diary. “Here is another book that may
hold an answer.” She nodded toward the risng moon. By now, itsslver circle had climbed high inthe
night sky. “It istime we seek another’ sguidance.”

Before anyone could object or her heart could falter, Elena opened the book. A wash of scintillation
wafted out from the open tome, sivery fireflies on thewind. A whisper of crystal chimesfollowed, blown
quickly away by the evening' s chill breeze,

Elenaheld her breath and glanced into the book. Instead of white pages of parchment, shefound a
window open on agtarry sky, asif sheheld amirror in her hands, reflecting the heavens above. Bt it
was not the skies of her world in the book. Through the portal, vaporous clouds, painted in rainbow
hues, flowed between densely packed stars. Strange ice-ringed moons circled past the window, cold and
dispassionate. Elenasensed the Void within the book. Shefelt she could easily fal within these pages and
lose hersdif forever.

But this path was not hers. From the VVoid, awispy form of light and crackling energy flowed up through
the covers of the Diary to swdll into the night.

The faces of those gathered on the roof followed the sight, lit from above by the glow. Overheed, the
gpparition spread limbs of woven light, arms and legs of carved moonstone. It stretched asif waking
from along dumber. Asthefigure dowly spun, the ghostly form gained substance, taking on afamiliar
shape. The vigitor studied the ripe moon in Elena s sky, then settled to the stones of the tower roof.

Elenaknew the shape of this spirit. It was aswarm and familiar to her as her own palm: the stern
countenance; the thin lips set hard with duty; the smdll, upturned nose; even the braided hair tucked under
abonnet to keep stray strands from the flame of the baking hearths. Elena noticed the ghostly figure even
wore an old, frayed apron.

“AuntFUa?’

The eyes of the figure turned toward her, and Elenaingtantly knew this resemblance was aruse. Digtant
gtars shone behind those cold eyes, and ancient suns burned to cinder in itsgaze. It was asif theVoid in
the book had been given form and substance. The visage was not Aunt Fila, but something foreign that



wore her shape, something that had never walked under anormal sky.

“Cho?’ Elenawhispered, naming the spirit inside, a cresture of magick and power, light and energy: the
being who had granted Elena her gift of blood magicks.

The figure ignored Elena and swept its gaze over those gath-ered atop the tower roof. No one else
spoke, but neither did they retrest.

This show of strength helped Elenafind her tongue. “The moon isagain full. | ask that you share your
wisdom with us. We seek guidance.” .

The cold eyes again settled on Elena. “ | speaks now.” Behind the smple words, the VVoid could be heard
in echoes of ice and timeless-ness. Thefigurelifted its armsto study its moonstone limbs, head cocking
dightly. “1 have shared with the one named Fila, the one who is the Spirit Bridge to your world.
She has taught me of your lands.”

Elena stood straighten “ Then you know our need. A grest evil hastaken hold here. We seek away to
stop it, 0 we might seek Chi without interference.”

“Chi...” For amoment, the coldness of the figure seemed to melt dightly. The voice grew atrace
warmer. “ Ifeel himall around me.”

Elenabowed her head. She did not fully understand the relationship between Chi and Cho. They were
opposite, yet paired: brother and sister, wife and husband. But the bond was not exactly afamilia one
ether. It was broader than that. Almaost something natura, like the sun and the moon.

Elenaraised her face. “We gtill search for cluesto the whereabouts of your... of your...” Elenacould not
complete her statement. What was Chi?

The spirit must have read Elena s mind. The warmth still hovered at the edges of the Void. “ Brother ...
Call himmy brother.” Their gazes met. Elenafelt the momentary flash of sadnessin the other’ seyes.
Though this entity moved between stars and lived unlike any creature that walked the lands, this hurt was
too familiar: mourning and loss. The emotionstook Elenaback to her own, on the streets of Winterfell
when her brother Joach had been stolen away. Though Elena did not understand this spirit, she knew this
pain because it had once been her own.

“We have many scholars and wise men searching for the whereabouts of your brother,” Elena consoled.
“Wewill find him, but thisworld is choked by an evil that keeps us chained and hiding. Oncefree of this
evil, wewill befreeto search for—"

“No!” Theicereturned to both form and words. “ This evil is of no importance! You will find Chi.”
“WEe retrying, but—"

“No! | can feel my brother’s pain. It eats at me, callsto me.” A coldness spread out from the
moonstone figure. The stones of the parapet cracked with frogt. “ Chi must be found! Now!”

The cracksin the stone spread like spiderwebs from the toes of the spirit. Elenasensed Er'ril draw near
to her, ready to whisk her to safety, but she held her ground.

“I know your pain, Cho,” she said camly. “But what you ask is not easy. We have no ideawhere to
begin even searching. And if we run blindly, the evil of thisland will try to thwart our every step. It cannot
beignored.” Elenastared into the Void that was the spirit’s eyes. She did not balk from the sight.



The spiderweb of cracks reached toward Elena. “We are trying our best,” Elena continued quietly,
unmoving. Thefrigid magick flowed from the figure and reached toward Elena stoes. At her feet, granite
stones shattered with ice.

Still, Elenastood, back straight. “Itisal we can do.”

Across the damaged stone roof, the figure' s shouldersfell. Silence descended like aphysical weight upon
the rooftop. When words were spoken again, they were free of frost. “ But he cries out for me,” Cho
whispered. From eyes that opened upon the VVoid, tears now flowed, as human asany. “ Hispainis
worse than if it had been my own.”

Elenadowly worked acrossthe terrain of broken stone until she stood beside Cho. “ A pain shared can
lighten aheart.” Elenalifted aruby hand and touched the edge of the figure. She was surprised to find
substance there. She reached up and touched the face that was both so familiar yet at the sametime so
foreign. “We are herefor you. Y ou have given us the power to fight and free our lands. We owe you our
livesand our freedom. Wewill not fail you.”

Cho leaned into her touch. It was asif Elena cupped astatue of ice, but she did not flinch. Instead she
willed the magick in her heart to fill her hand. A ruby glow dowly grew, swelling out to warm the cold
cheek in her hand. “/ will not fail you, Cho. This| swear. Wewill find your brother.”

For thefirst time, a sad smile formed on the moongtone lips. “ The one called Fila has told me much of
you, Elena,” Cho said. “// seems she was not mistaken.” The figure straightened and stepped away .
Her eyes grew glazed asif staring somewhere other than here. “ She wishes to speat{ to you.”

“Aunt Fla?

Cho nodded. “But | have heard you, Elena. For now, | will give you your lead. Fight this evil as
you see best, but ta’te my pain as your own. find Chi. Find my brother.”

Elenabowed her head. “1 will.”

Though the ghostly figure remained as solid as ever, the voice faded, asif drifting down abottomless
well. “/ will give you power, Elena . |. and magicfs never seen before ...”

Elenashivered at these last words. What did Cho mean? In the moonlight, Elena glanced to her two
hands, bloodred and ripe with power. Magicks never seen before. Elena s handstrembled asthey held
the Blood Diary.

Then avoice drew her back to the rooftop. It was like awarm hug on acold day. “Elena, child, it seems
you' ve grown into the woman whose body you now wear.”

Elenaglanced up. All traces of the VVoid were gone from the apparition. What was once carved
moonstone had become awarm memory of home. Elena could not stop the tears. “ Aunt Filal”

“Child, dry thosetears,” her aunt said brusquely, but her warmth and love could not be masked. Eyes
that once held the Void now only shone with bemusement and concern. “Have you rested well since last
we talked?’

“Yes, Aunt Fila” Elenasaid, but from the stern tightening of her aunt’ slips, Elenaknew she was not
believed. Elena spoke quickly. “ The lands ready for war. With the taking of theidand, al look here for
what we do next.”

“And whét isthat?’



Elenaglanced over to Er'ril. The plainsman moved to her sde. “ So far, mostly arguing,” Er'ril answered
sourly.

“Just like men,” Filamuttered. “ Their tongues are dways bolder than their ams.”

Er'ril ignored this rebuke. “But Elena has caled them to task. Sheisto bring aplan to the war council
tomorrow—aplan al will obey.”

Elenaquickly added, “| sought your counsel here before making any decision. | know Cho wishesusto
cease our fight againgt the Gul’ gothawhile we search for her brother Chi, but dl will belost if weignore
the Dark Lord.”

“I agree,” Aunt Filasaid. “ But sometimes two causes can become one.”

Elenanodded. She had said about the same thing to Meric just amoment ago. “But we' ve learned
nothing of Chi. All our research suggests the spirit vanished from thisworld five centuries ago, when
Alasaafdl.”

“Hedid not vanish,” Aunt Filasaid firmly. “My spirit mingleswith Cho’snow. | sensewhat she senses,
and I’ vefdt the whispers of her twin brother. | have heard his cries echoing through the Void. Heis
here”

“But where?’ Er'ril said. “How do we even begin to look?’

Aunt Fla sfesatures grew thoughtful. “1 havetried to trace Chi’ s cries, but to no avail. All | perceiveis
pained emanations and an occasiond snatch of tattered dreams—nightmares redlly. Strange beasts
attacking and tearing at Chi. Creatures of twisted form and shape. A lion’s head on an eagl€’ sbody. An
ogrewith ascorpion’stail.” Aunt Filashook her head. “ Just nonsense. Nightmares.”

Er'ril moved forward, dmost fdtering astep. “A lion on an eagle’ sbody? A winged lion.” Er'ril glanced
back at Elena. “A griffin!”

Elena gasped, eyeswide.

Er'ril turned to the gpparition of moonstone. “Do you recall among these nightmares alarge black bird, a
winged lizard with a hooked beak?’

Aunt Fila s brows drew together. “Y -yes. It was one of the strange beasts holding and ravaging Chi in his
dreams.”

“Mother above, it wasno dream.” Er'ril covered hisface with his hands. “ The answer’ s been in front of
medl thetime”

“What?’ both Elenaand Fila asked together.

Er'ril lowered his pams and faced them both. “ The words of the darkmage Greshym, when he told me of
the nature of the ebon’ stone Gates.”

“What are these Gates you speak of 7’ Fila asked.
“Waeirgates,” Elenasaid. “Portals of power.” She waved for Er’ril to elaborate.

He nodded. “ The Dark Lord, with the aid of d'warves, sculpted four monstrous talismans. They were
anointed in blood and had the power to draw magick insde them, willing or not. They could even draw in
aperson if his spirit held enough magick. One day, according to Greshym, something strange fdll into one



of the gates, but it wastoo large to be held by asingle statue. So it spread to al four, both trapping itself
and fusing the Gates together. Thus the Weir was created, the well of the Dark Lord’ s power.” Er'ril
squeezed hiseyes closed, hisfacelined in agony. “1t al makes sense now. Theloss of Chi herein Alases,
and therisein power of the Gul’ gotha. We have been so blind.”

“What are you saying, Er'ril?’ Elenaasked.

Er'ril opened hiseyesand stared in horror at her. “The Waeir is Chi. They areoneinthe same. Hefdl in
the Gates and was trapped. Now the Dark Lord draws upon Chi’ s power like some foul leech.”

Elenafelt the bones of her legs grow soft. “The Dark Lord' s black magick has been Chi dl dong?
“Yes” Er'ril could not keep the despair from hisvoice,

Too shocked to speak any further, Elenatook a step away. The Blood Diary was still clutched in her
fingers. She stared into the endless V oid insde the pages of the tome. She could dmost sense the tides of
fate shifting under her. “Then it isclear what we must do,” she mumbled.

Er'ril moved to her side. She met his gaze and felt the eyes of the others upon her. But it was nothing
compared to the tides of fate flowing around the book in her hand.

“It seems the two paths have truly become one,” she said. “To defeat the Dark Lord, Chi must be
rescued.”

“But how do we accomplish this, Elena?” Er'ril asked.

“By doing what Nee lahn asked,” she answered, turning to face the moon. “We find and break the
cursed Gates.” She glanced over her shoulder at Er'ril. “ Al of them.”

The cloaked figure crouched motionlessin the murk of the keep’ s courtyard. Her dender form was but
another shadow amid the piled rubble of stone and twisted iron. She had been waiting, motionless, Snce
midnight, spying on the play of lights atop the wit’ ch’ s tower. She had watched the dragon aight on the
stones of the parapet and vanish. Still she had not moved. Even when the glow of moonlight had faded
from the tower heights, she remained frozen in her hiding place. Patience had been taught to her by her
master. Those trained in the deadly arts knew that victory lay in the silence between battles. So she had
remained throughout the night.

By now, drops of morning dew collected in the folds of her midnight green cloak. A cricket crawled
across the back of her hand as her pam rested in the dirt. While she watched the castle battlements, she
felt the small insect scratch its hind legs together, heard awhisper of cricket song. The promise of dawn.
Now was the time. She moved smoothly to her feet asif she had only paused to pick aflower from the
newly planted garden. Her motion was so swift and smooth that the cricket remained on the back of her
steady hand, dtill playing hislast song of the night.

Sheraised the hand to her lips and blew the surprised insect from its perch. If only her current prey were
S0 unsuspecting.

Without pausing, she moved from her cubby of falen stones and fled swiftly across the courtyard. None
would know she had passed. She had been trained to run the desert sands without disturbing asingle
grain. The main doorsto the centra castle were guarded. She could see the backs of the guards through
the stained glass windows. But doors were for the invited.

Assheran, sheflicked her wrist, and athin rope shot out from her fingers and flew toward the barred
windows of thethird landing. Thetrio of hooked triding teeth, fastened to the end of her rope, wrapped



around the bars. Without stopping, she tugged on the rope and tightened her grappling. The rope was
strong, woven of braided spider’ ssilk. It would hold her. Sheflew to thewall and up it. No one watching
would have even suspected she was using her rope. The ancient stone was full of pocksand old battle
scars, climbing was as easy for her as scaling a steep Sair.

Without even raising a sweat on her brow, she reached the barred window of the third floor. From a
pocket appeared avia of black-fire. She smeared the oil on three bars, top and bottom. The stench of
scorched iron wafted briefly, but no glow marked the work of the blackfire oil. Nothing must draw the
eye: one of thefirgt lessons taught gpprentices.

Sheticked off thetime. At the count often, she grabbed the bars and yanked them free. The blackfire ail
hed eaten fully through. Carefully, she rested the freed iron rods on the window’ sgranite sill. She
couldn’t risk someone hearing the clatter of iron on stoneif she merely dropped them.

Reaching through the opening, sheflicked her wrist, and athin stedl blade gppeared in her fingers. She
passed it through the window’ s casement and dipped the latch. She tested the old window

w ires. Animmediate rasp told her this particular window had not , opened in ages. Frowning at even this
tiny noise, she reached into a pocket and oiled each hinge.

Satisfied, she pushed the window a finger-breadth wide and used the polished surface of her sted blade
to study the reflection of the hal Empty. Without waiting, she squeezed through the narrow opening and
rolled into the hall. She was on her feet and in the shadows within asingle heartbest.

Still she did not pause. She raced down the passage and did down two Staircases, never even leaving a
footprint in the dust. Within a short time, she had reached her goa—the doors to the Grand Court. She
crouched. A dance of tools and the lock was open. She cracked the door just enough to squeeze her
lithe form past the threshold. At least these hinges were dready well oiled.

Onceingde, she hurried to the long ironwood table. At its head was atdl chair on araised step. Itshigh
back was carved with twining roses. As she gpproached, atrace of misgiving threaded through her veins.
Here was where the wit’ ch sat. Her feet dowed as she worked down the long length of the table and
neared the seat of power. She could amost sense the eyes of the wit’ ch upon her. She knew such
thoughts were nonsense, but till she shivered.

Cringing dightly, she sidled around the table€' s edge and stood at its head. With her back to thetall chair,
shereached insde her cloak and withdrew her weapon. In the dimness of the hall, the long black blade
amost glowed. Her hand trembled dightly as she held it. “ Don’'t make me do this,” she whispered to the
empty hall.

But there was no retreat now. She had cometoo far, given up too much. If there was to be any chance,
this cowardly deed must be done.

Raising thelong black dagger high in both fists, she prayed for forgiveness and drove the dagger down
into the table. Its sharp point pierced smoothly through the ironwood, asif it were only warmed buitter.
Stll ashock spiked up her arms asthe hilt hit the table. Gasping loudly, she pulled her hands free and
ground her palms on her cloak, trying to escape thefeding.

She stared at theimpaled blade. Its hilt protruded from the center °f the handprint burned into the
table—the handprint of awit’ch.

As she watched, crimson blood welled up from the wood, spreading aong the table’ s surface. The pool
ran over the table' s edge and flowed in rivulets to the stone floor. But that was not the worst. As she



stood frozen, adistant cry of pain and shock rose from the spreading pool.
Raising afist to her throat, the cloaked figure backed away. What have | done?

Turning on ahed, shefled out the door and into the maze of halls. But even the shadows could not hide
her from the echoing cry of awounded wit' ch. Gods above, forgive me!

Writhing in atangle of bedsheets, Elenaclutched her hand to her chest. Her palm felt asif it were onfire,
Through the red haze of agony, she barely registered the loud pounding on her chamber door.

“Elena” ItwasEr'ril.

Hisyell gave her an anchor to focus upon. She freed her hand from her sheets, expecting to seeit
wounded and raw. But in the room'’ s predawn gloom, her hand appeared unharmed. Asthe pain dowly
waned, Elenarolled from her bed and staggered toward the door.

The pounding continued. A board in the door cracked as Er’ril increased his assault. “Elenal Answer
m”

Trembling, Elena unhooked the door’ s latch and swung open the door. She found Er’ril disheveled and
red faced. Over his shoulder, she spotted his blanket tossed and rumpled in the chair by the hearth. Last
night, the plainsman had fallen adeep by the fire as the discussions of Welrgates and Chi had dragged
well past midnight. Mama Freda had encouraged Elenato let Er'ril degp where he sat. * Are you hurt?*
he asked desperately, sword in hand.

With the pain now no more than adull ache, Elenacould findly think again. “I’'mdl right,” she said, but
the tremor in her voice betrayed her.

“What happened?’ Er’ril asked, his eyes wandering from her toesto her head.

Elenaremembered she was only dressed in along linen shift. Suddenly aware, she backed from the door
to her wardrobe and dipped into her robe. “I don’'t know,” she said. “1 awoke with my hand burning in
pain.” She shoved her arm through the robe’ s deeve to show Erril.

Asher hand popped from the cuff, Elenagasped at the sight. With thelight from the main room’ storches
now illuminating her bedchamber, Elena saw her hand was not as unaffected as she had first thought.

Er'ril moved nearer, taking her hand in his. He ingpected her palm and fingers. “I see no wound.” He met
her eyes. “But what happened to your Rose?”’

Elena shook her head. She had no answer. Freeing her hand from Er'ril’ sgrip, shelifted it higher in the
flame slight. It was as pale and white as the rest of her arm. The ruby hue had vanished. Her hand no
longer bore the mark of the Rose.

Er'ril stepped morefully into her room, glancing al around. “1 don’t understand,” Elenasaid. “I cast no
spells. Especidly nothing so strong asto drain my magicks.” With her eyes, she urged him to trust her.

“I believeyou. Y ou' d have had to torch the entire tower heightsto expel that much wit’ chfire” He stared
up a the glow of dawn through the chamber’ s high windows. “But when the sun risesfully, you' d best
renew quickly.”

Elena nodded, confused and worried. She wandered from her room toward the red coals of the main
room'’s hearth, drawn by the warmth. She held her pamstoward the soothing heat. Her left hand was il
the crimson red of the Rose, but her right was milky white. What had happened? * Have you heard of



anything likethis, Er'ril?" she asked. “ Of amage' s power just vanishing?’

Sheathing his sword, he approached the fireplace and picked up hiswoolen blanket from the floor. “No.
Even when Chi disappeared, amage only lost his power as his stored magick was spent.” He folded the
blanket. “I’ ve never seen this happen before.”

She turned from the coals, unable to hide the fear in her eyes. “ Could it be atrick of the Dark Lord? Has
he found away to sted the magick from me?’

Er'ril’ sface grew clouded. “I don’'t know. But whatever happened this morning was not naturd. |
suspect deceit.”

Before either could spesk further, aknocking on the door intruded. Er’'ril glanced to Elenaand did his
sword out once again. “ Stay behind me,” the plainsman whispered.

He crossed to the door. “Who isit?’ he yelled through the barred door.
“It'sJoach! I"ve been sent by the castle’ s chamberlain. There' s something Elenamust see”

Frowning, Er'ril shoved his sword away and hauled the length of fire-hardened oak from the brackets.
He yanked open the door.

Elenastood at Er'ril’ s shoulder. Her brother wore his usud finery, but he must have dressed in ahurry.
His shirt was untucked, and he had missed buttoning his breeches properly. “What isit?’ Elenaasked.

Joach glanced between Er'ril and Elena, hiseyebrowsrising dightly in surprise at the sght of the two of
them together so early. Elena glanced to her own bed robe and bare feet. She blushed dightly at what her
brother must beimagining.

After clearing histhroat, Joach said, “I... | think you should see thisfor yoursaves. Others have aready
congregated at the Great Hall, and the lower hdlsare dl abuzz with rumor. | had the chamberlain chase
everyone out of themain hall and post guards at the door.”

“Why?What isgoing on?’

Joach shook hishead. “El, you' d better get dressed. If nothing € se, you need to make an appearance
down there. All sorts of rumors are starting to grow.”

“What happened?’ she asked.

Waving away her question, Joach pushed into the room. “Probably nothing. Just some drunken rouser
making a bold statement about your diplomacy.”

“Speak clearly, Joach,” Er'ril growled, drawing the young man’s eyes. The plainsman moved to Elena's
sde and lifted the cuff of her robe. He exposed her white hand. “Elena s magick was stolen from her.
Something foul isafoot, and | tire of your little game of myseries”

Joach stared in shock at Elena’ swhite hand. “ Sweet Mother... Thenit wasn't just aprank,” he
mumbled.

“ What?* she asked irritably, pulling her arm from Er'ril.

“ Somebody—nobody saw who—jabbed along knifein the pam print you burned in the Great Hall’s
table.” Joach could not take his eyes off her hand. “1’d figured it was Ssmply a gesture meant to insult.”



Elenarubbed her pam with the fingers of her other hand. She glanced to Erril.
“Joach wasright earlier,” the plainsman said angrily. “We d best seethisfor ourselves.”
“What do you make of dl this?’ Joach asked.

Er'ril’ sgruff voicefilled with anger. “ 1t means we ve been too lax, too trusting in our supposed dlies.
Theré satraitor anongst us— someone who' s been plying the dark artsin our very midst.” Er'ril stalked
toward the door. “Let usgo.”

Elenaremained standing. “Wait.” She turned toward her bedroom door. “1 have something | must do
firg”

Er'ril shoved brusquely through the crowd gathered outside the doors to the Great Hall. Elenastrodein
hiswake, flanked by guards and dressed in aplain but efficient riding outfit of brown calfskin boots,
black pants, and matching jacket. Her hair had been tied back in asevere braid that made the gold flecks
in her green eyes stand out. To hide the changein her hands, she dso wore apair of brown calfskin
riding gloves.

Reaching the doors, Er’ril glanced approvingly at Elena. Back at the tower, she had been wiseto ask for
amoment to change. She had indsted that she present acommanding image, rather than her usua
delicate wear. “If thereisatraitor here,” she had explained, “1 want them to wonder if his deceit worked.
And even if the renegade hasfled, it would be best to present ahard front to those who remain.”

Er'ril held the door, then followed her into the nearly empty hdl. The only occupants were the most
trusted leaders of her dlies: Kast stood with the high kedl of the Bloodriders; Sy-wen stood beside her
mer’ a elder, Master Edyll; and Meric stood with his mother, Queen Trata of theev’in. Elenastrodeto
the head of the table, Er'ril in step beside her.

The gathered folk remained silent, wearing worried expressons.
Elenaglanced to Er'ril, then bent to study the knife.

Thelong hilt of the knife thrust up from the table. Elenaleaned closer, studying the sculpted hilt. Er'ril
knelt down and peered under the table. The blade of the knife jutted from the underside. It was the same
materid asthe hilt. Er'ril Sraightened. “ Thisdagger is carved from asingle black stone,” he mumbled.

Elenareached tentatively toward it, but Er’ril stopped her with auch to her elbow. *For now, we' d best
leaveit be until we know ,,ore about it.”

“Isit ebon’ stone?’” Meric asked, approaching the table.
Elenashook her head. “No. The stone hereistranducent, amost like ablack crystal.”

Er'ril moved around Elenato get hisown view of the carving. Perched atop the hilt was awingless
dragon or lizard, itslong tail wrapped aong the length of the hilt, holding it in place. A fanged mouth was
openinahiss. Er'ril leaned closer. He could just make out the tiny collar of feathers around its neck.
“Sweet Mother...” Er'ril groaned.

Eyes siwung toward him until the high ked strode forward and spoke. “1 know thiscrystal,” he said
oruffly.

Er'ril straightened and faced the broad-shouldered man. “What isit?’



“Thefleets of the Dre' rendi have traded in treasures from dl thelands of Alasea Itisnightglass. Very
prized. Shards of it trade for amighty price. Something of this size and sculpted with such artistry could
be bartered for asmal ship.”

“But where doesit comefrom?”’

Thelarge man scratched hishead. “If | remember right, it comes from the desert of the Southern Wastes.
Mined from the Scoured Sands around the Ruins of Tular.”

“Tular?' Elenaasked.

Er’ril answered, unable to keep the strain from hisvoice. “ An ancient keep, abandoned for ages, so old
no one knew its history evenin my time. Its crumbled rooms and halls hide in the shadow of the
Southwdl itslf.”

Elend seyes grew wide a the mention of the Southwall.

Er'ril could read the suspicion in her gaze. First adanger arising near the Northwall, and now omensfrom
the Southwall. “That'snot al,” Er'ril mumbled to her.

“Whet?”’

He nodded toward the lizard carved on the hilt. “ There liesthe ancient crest of Tular. I'd forgotten until

“What isit?’
Er'ril stared a her, unflinching. “A baslisk.”
Elena gasped, sumbling back from the table.

By now, the other leaders had gathered closer. “What is the meaning of this?’” Queen Tratal asked, storm
winds sounding behind her stern words.

Er'ril turned to Elena.
Shenodded. “Tdl them. | was going to make the announcement soon anyway.”

Bowing his acknowledgment, Er'ril explained the portents from the night, of the Weirgates and their
sgnificance.

Queen Trata turned to Meric. “ So, my son, you intend to take a ship and search for this Weirgate in the
north.”

He nodded. Y es. With your approva, | would like to leave before the sun sets this evening.”

Queen Trata turned to Elenaand Er'ril. “I will dlow it. But what of this?” She waved long fingers toward
the imbedded dagger.

Elenatook a deep breath, composing hersdlf. “1 think the Ssgnsaretoo clear to ignore. If the Dark Lord
positioned a Weirgate near the Northwall, there is a certain symmetry that he’ d position another at the
Southwall.” Sheindicated the dagger’ s hilt. “We cannot dismiss this omen—abasilisk like one of the four
Gates. It must be investigated.”

“I can spare one other ship to aid you in your quests,” the @v’in queen stated coldly. “No more.”



“But the Southern Wastes are vast and endless,” Er'ril argued. “With more shipsinvolved in the
search—’

“No,” Queen Tratal said, her dlver hair crackling with demental energy. “I cannot weaken our fleet.”
Er'ril frowned, but from theice in the woman's gaze, he knew she would not budge.

“Then | would go with them,” Kast said, lifting his head from where he had been whispering with
Sy-wen. He drew the others' attentions. “ The dragon Ragnar’ k can add his keen eyesto this search.”
Kast put hisarm around Sy-wen. “We will accompany thedv’in ship.”

Er'ril nodded, satisfied.

The high kedl wore abroad grin, puffing with pride. “If Kast goes, | would like my son, Hunt, to
accompany them. The Dre rendi will help in this search.”

“Thank you,” Elenasaid. “Thank you dl.”

Magter Edyll spokefor thefirgt time. “If the griffin is hidden some-vwhere in the north, the basilisk
perhaps in the south, and the wyvern has been taken to the volcanic lair of the Dark Lord by the
darkmage Shorkan—" Edyll eyed them dl with hiswise gaze. “—then whereisthisfourth gate? This
Manticore Gate.”

No one answered.

“What do we know of it?" Edyll asked. The elderly mer’ ai leaned on his cane, but mostly for effect. He
had been free of the seafor aimost afull moon and hardly needed the cane to walk on hard land.

Er'ril shook his head. “ The spirit of the book mentioned it. An og’ re with a scorpion’ stail.”
“Nothing else? No other clue?’

Elena began to admit their ignorance when the cresk of hinges from aside door interrupted. Their faces
al turned. A guard, spear in hand, stepped forth cautioudy. With clear nervousness, his eyestook in the
assembled crowd.

“What isit?" Er'ril asked.

The man’seyes drifted to the plainsman. “I... | cameto announce...” He waved hisfree hand toward
the opening.

A large shape climbed awkwardly through the narrow doorway. Hunched, the massive og're pulled
himsdf up to face the others. Hislarge amber eyes, ditted likeacat’s, studied them.

“Tal’chuk?” Er'ril said, brows pinched. Lately, the og’ re had made himsalf scarce, retreating to deserted
sections of the castle. From his expression now, clearly something was troubling him. His craggy features
were a carving of hopel essness and despair.

“What' sthe matter?’ Elenasaid, stepping beside Er'ril. “What' swrong?’

Asanswer, the og' re moved near them and raised aclawed fit. In his grip was the chunk of precious
heartstone, the Heart of his Tribe. The torchlight glinted off itsfacets, but its usua glow was absent.
‘They be gone,” Tol’ chuk grumbled, struggling with the common tongue of Alasea. A largetear rolled
down one cheek. ” All my peopl€ s spirits. The Bane has consumed them. The Heart be dead.”



Elena crossed toward the large creature. She reached and touched his hand with her gloved fingers. “ Oh,
Tol’chuk, I'm so sorry.”

Er'ril aso moved forward to console him, but Tol’ chuk pulled free of Elenaand turned dightly away,
hunching hisback towardt; H Vj ATE

them. “I don’t deserve your words of peace. | have failed my people.” He seemed to hunch even farther
inon himsdf. “And now | must fal you dl, too, my friends and brothers.”

“What isthis nonsense?’ Er'ril asked, not unkindly. He reached and gripped the thick shoulder of the
og're.

Tol’ chuk flinched & histouch. “I must leaveyou.”
“What?" Elenagasped. “What do you mean?’
Er'ril understood the girl’ s shock. The og’ re had been their companion since the very beginning.

“The shade of my father gppeared to me,” Tol’ chuk mumbled gruffly. “He has given me onelast task—a
way to revive the Heart.”

“How?’ Er'ril asked softly.

Tal’ chuk would still not turn. “I must return the heartstone to where it be first mined.”
“Back to the mountains of the Tegth?’ Er'ril asked.

“No.” Tol’ chuk turned and faced him, hisface amask of pain. “To Gul’ gotha.”
Elena backed a step away. The others were too stunned to speak.

Tol’ chuk’ s shoulders hunched farther. “I cannot refuse my father.”

Er'ril glanced around. First Meric caled by Nee' lahn, and now Tol’ chuk sent a message by the shade of
hisfather. Both companions caled away by the words of the dead. Er'ril frowned &t the coincidence.

Master Edyll noted another coincidence. “ The og're is summoned to another shore. Does anyone else
find thisggnificant?’

“What do you mean?’ Elenaasked.

“We seek the hiding place of the fourth Gate—a gate sculpted like an og' re with ascorpion’stail. And

now comes an og' re with acaling to cross the Great Ocean to the lands of Gul’ gotha. Could thisbe the
sgnwewerelooking for?’

“| do not understand what you speak,” Tol’ chuk answered. “1 go at the bidding of my father, tofind a
way to free my peopl€ s spiritsfrom the Bane.”

“Andwhat isthisBane?’ Master Edyll said. He held up his hand when Tol’ chuk began to answer. “|
have heard your tale, Master Tol’ chuk. What | mean iswhat exactly isthis creature in the heartstone?’
Tol’ chuk held the stone up toward the light. “I don’t know. It has changed, grown asit’sfed on the last
Soirits”

“May | seeit? Master Edyll said.



Tol’ chuk glanced to Er'ril and Elena. Elenanodded, her face curious.

Tentatively, the og're reinquished the chunk of heartstone to Master Edyll. The elder had to hold the
large stone in both hands. He moved to one of the torchesin awall sconce. Straining dightly with the
weight of the stone, Edyll held the crystal up to the flame, peering inside. The Heart glowed brightly with
thefirdight. The old mer’ al leaned closer, grimacing dightly. “Hmm...”

“What?" Er'ril asked.

“Just as| thought.” Master Edyll stepped to the side, till holding the crystal near the torch. He nodded to
thefar wall.

Er'ril and the othersdl turned. The refracted firdight spread to the distant wall, bathing it with aruby
glow. But at the center was a darkness. It was the shadow of the Bane cast on the wall for al to see.

Gasps spread dl around. Er'ril took a step nearer.

Asthey watched, the shadow shifted, uncurling, asif it sensed their gazes. Black claws spread out,
scrabbling onthewall. A spiked tail rose from the heart of the shadow, poised in threet.

“A black scorpion,” Elenasaid, aclenched fist at her throat. She turned to Tol’ chuk. “The Baneisa
scorpion.”

Joach wound hisway down to the lowest level of the castle. His stomach growled in complaint at his
missed morning medl. Elena had rescheduled the war council meeting for midday. After the revelation of
the scorpion, she had said she needed to ponder al she had learned. Before she left, Joach had watched
Elenabow her head with Er'ril’ s, whispering something to him. The plainsman’ s expression had darkened
at her words; then the two had whisked out together, wearing almost matching stern expressions. Neither
had bothered to include himin their plans.

With the remaining folk in the Hall talking within their own groups, Joach had found himsdf ignored. With
no oneto talk to, he had quickly become aware of his empty stomach. Seeking food, Joach had |eft the
Hall and now worked hisway down the last staircase toward the castle’ skitchen.

Intruth, it was not just his stomach that urged him toward the kitchens. In hismind, he pictured aserving
girl with eyesthe color
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of twilight and hair the color of spoun gold. Hislips breathlesdy formed her name: Marta.

Joach’ sfeet ped faster down the steps. Again, as he entered the lower level, he was ingtantly assaulted
with the rich odors and cheery sounds of the kitchens. Joach glanced down at himsdlf and straightened
the lay of hisjacket and shirt, then marched with forced casual-nessinto the kitchen hest. He would not
let hisfeet betray hisheart. As soon as he entered, his eyes quickly scanned the bustling servants and
kitchen help. So intent was he on peering through the crowd that he failed to see the discarded ladie on
thefloor. His hed struck it with aloud clang, and hisleg went out from under him. Eyesturned hisway.

Hailing, Joach fell forward. Grabbing for atable’ s edge to keep from faling, he missed, and hispam
struck the edge of alarge bowl of corn porridge. He twisted just before hitting the floor, taking the brunt
of theimpact on his shoulder. With the breath knocked from his lungs, he gasped and rolled to his
back—just intimeto seethe. large bowl of porridge topple over the table' s edge and dump its contents
over his head.



Thewarm corn porridge splattered him from crown to shoulder, blinding him, filling his open mouth.
Thank the Mother, it was just the remains from the morning medl, |eft cooling on the table. If it had been
steaming hot, he could have suffered a severe burn. Even o, his cheeks were aflame with
embarrassment. Sputtering and pushing to his elbows, Joach spat out amouthful of porridge, choking.
“Watch it, you fool!” avoice scolded.

Joach felt acool, wet rag begin to wipe hisface, first hislips and nose so he could breathe.
Embarrassment made hisvoice meek. “I'm sorry... | didn't see... | tripped...”

The cool rag moved to wipe the porridge from his eyes. Joach, humiliated enough, sat straighter and took
therag in hisown hand. “I can manage,” he muttered, heat entering hiswords.

Hewiped brusquely at his eyes and face. Findly, he could see again. He glanced up to thank his
benefactor and found himsdlf staring into midnight blue eyes. Framed in golden hair, her bronze skin
shonein the heat of the kitchen’ s hearths. “Marta,” he gasped.

With hisface now amost cleaned, Joach saw Marta s eyes grow equally as wide as his. She bowed her
head quickly. “Prince Joach,” she mumbled.

[ames Clemens

Joach had noticed the trace of panic and fear in her eyes just before she had turned away. “ It sdl right,
Marta. It was my fault. | wasn't watching where | was stepping.” He did not want her sharing any guilt fr
s o clumginess.

“I'll get you morerags,” she muttered. “Y ou’ d best give me your jacket. I'll soak it in cold water before
any stain setsin thewool.”

Joach wiped the rest of hisface clean. “No need. | can manage on mv own. But thank you dl the same.”

He stood and findlly noticed the entire kitchen crew gaping at them. Joach’s cheeks grew hot. He raised
ahand and found his hair coated thickly with porridge. Frowning, he stepped to awashbasin and
shrugged off hisjacket. Before cleaning his clothes, Joach dunked his entire head into the deep
washbasin. For amoment, he thought of drowning himsalf to escape his embarrassment. But he could not
stop asmall smile from forming on hislips as he worked the porridge from hishair. So much for his
casual entrance.

Pushing up from the basin, he shook his hair free of the water. He found Marta a his side, aclean towel
in hand. Joach accepted it with ashy grin. He was surprised to see amatching expression on the young
woman'sface. “I came down herefor aquick breskfast,” he said ashetoweled hishead. “But | didn’t
expect it that quick.”

Martasmiled at his attempt at ajoke. “I'll get you aproper meal.” She nodded him to atable and waved
another servant to take his jacket. “ Take a seat, Prince Joach. The head cook is at the Great Hall
arranging for the midday repast, but I'll fingj something for you to eat.”

“Just not porridge,” he said as she stepped away.
She glanced over hisshoulder. “Don’t worry. I'll make you something specia.”

He watched her move confidently through the kitchen, ordering the younger help around. One of the
other servant girjswhispered something in Marta s ear, then darted away when Marta snapped arag a
her. Thegirl ran giggling away, but not before giving Joach aknowing wink.



Joach shook hishead and hid his grin as he used the damp towel to wipe his shirt down and clean behind
his ears. Before he had even finished, Martareturned with a stoneware plate and afork. The plate
steamed with amix of braised meat over abed of shredded potatoes. As she set the plate down, Joach
amelled rich spices

<. r-i viaunlike any he had ever smdled before. The odor dightly burned hisnogtrils.
“It'samorning dish of my people,” she said. “It is made to wake the tongue to the morning’ s sun.”

Joach forked a piece and brought it to hislips as she spoke. As hetasted it, hisbrowsrosein
appreciaion. A full and rich spice accented the mest perfectly. “What isthis?” he asked, lifting a second
chunk of mest.

“Sand shark,” she said meekly, “A ddicacy from the Southern Wastes—my homeand.” She poured him
amug of coldde. “You'll need this”

It wasjust then that the spicestook full hold of his mouth. They bloomed with afiery hest on histongue.
“Sweet Mother!” he choked out. His fingers scrabbled for his mug. He doused the fire with agenerous
wash of de. The burn quickly faded. Joach sighed. “ That isthe way your people greet the morning sun?’

“Itis, whenyouliveinthe desart,” she said with asmadl smile. “Burning tongue for the burning sun.”

“I see,” he said. He forked up another piece of meat. Regardless of the spicy burn, it had tasted
wonderful—but more importantly, he did not want to appear amilk-fed caf in front of Marta. “Why
don’'t you join me?’ he added, nodding toward another seet.

She bowed her head. “ Thank you for the consideration, Prince Joach, but I’ ve work to do herein the
kitchen.” Sheraised her head, ady grin on her face. “Besdes, thisdish is meant only for men of my
tribe”

As sheturned away, Joach studied her, drinking in her beauty as much as he had the ale amoment ago.
But this draught did not soothe the burn in his spirit. He reached out and touched her elbow.

“Thank you,” he said.

She stopped and glanced over her shoulder a him. Smiling, she drew back afal of her hair to seehim
better. “It isan honor to serve a prince of the Blood.”

Joach suddenly could not breathe. With thefirdight playing across her cheek, Marta s beauty held him
enthraled as surely as any dark spell. Then her silken hair fell back over her face, breaking the spell as
she moved away and returned to her duties.

“I'mno prince,” he muttered as she disappeared insde a pantry.
I ainf.'sClemens

Elenafollowed Er'ril down the dark, narrow stairs. Farther ahead, athick-bellied guard led the way with
atorch held high. As Elena continued, the brush of a spiderweb whispered across a cheek. Scowling, she
wiped the sticky strands away with agloved hand. This section of the Great Edifice had seen little
improvement Sncether victory here.

“I dill don't see why we need to consult them,” Er'ril argued again.

Elenaanswered in atired voice. “If Tol’ chuk meansto journey to Gul’ gotha, then | mean to givehim as



much guidance as possible. Y ou saw the scorpion in the stone. It hasto be asign that the Manti-core
Gateliesat the end of Tol’ chuk’s path.”

“But what do you hope to gain herein the dungeons?’
Elenasghed. “Hopefully andly.”

The guard stopped ahead at athick iron-bound door. He pounded athick fist on the oaken frame.
“Open up, Gost!”

The only reply was a coarse grunt, but the grate of old latches sounded. The door creaked open with a
cry of pained hinges. A half-naked man stood at the threshold with alantern raised. In his other hand was
athick ironwood club. It was the dungeon keep. His one good eye grew wide at ths sight of Elenaand
Er'ril. The other half of hisface was afrozen sorm of scars.

Their guide nodded to the dungeon keep. “Thisis Gost. HE |l take you from here. But don’t expect no
cheery banter from the poor grunt.” Their guide snickered. “He had histongue cut out when he himself
was aguest here of the Dark Lord.”

Gogt clearly heard the guard’ swords. After bowing toward them, he turned his face from the torch’s
flame. The movement reminded Elena of Jaston, the scarred sivamp man, hiding his scars from the
brightness and light of the sun. Elena s heart went out to the broken man. So much goodness had been
butchered by the Gul’ gothd tyrants.

Their guide stepped asideto let Er'ril pass. Elenafollowed more dowly.

Beyond the door, the passage ahead narrowed even farther. They were forced to continuein singlefile,
Theonly illumination camenvt A | f.

from Godt’ slantern. Asthey waked in silence, Elena sensed they were dowly winding deeper under the
cadtle. The air smelled more damp, with ahint of brine. To elther Sde, the wals of the halway changed
from quarried stone blocks to passages carved in raw rock.

At last, adim glow appeared ahead: the guardroom to the dungeons. Gost led them into the chamber and
crossed to aring of iron keys hanging on ahook. Elena glanced around the room. A smdl hearth glowed
in onewadll, the rock edges around it stained black from the smoke of countless centuries of fires. Four
beds rested at the corners of the rooms, but three had their thin mattressesrolled up atop them, unused

and dusty.
Gost must man these dungeons by himself, Elenaredlized.

Whilewaiting for the guard to find the right key, she noticed the touches of a man who had made his
home here under the castle. Small persona objects hung on the wall above the single dressed bed. An ail
painting, no bigger than her palm, depicted asmiling woman astride a handsome chestnut stallion. Draped
around the picture was afine set of bridlesand reins. The lesthers shonein the feeble light, clearly well
maintained. The meta of the bridle sparked brilliantly. Slver, Elenaimagined. She studied these pieces.
Here was areflection of adifferent life, alife before the coming of the Gul’ gotha, before the time of scars
and mutilations. For the thousandth time, Elena promised herself she would end such pain. Alasea had
suffered enough.

Findly, agrunt drew her attention back to Gost. The scarred man held up along key. With a satisfied
nod, the guard led them to adoor on the far side of the room. He opened the way—Iantern in one hand,
ring of keysin the other.



Beyond the door was a halway with along row of short doors. Er'ril’ sface darkened at the sight. He
even sumbled a step. Elenaremembered that Er'ril himself had recently been imprisoned in these very
cdls. Most of the doors now lay open. The dungeons had been emptied after their victory. Sadly, many
of the victims of the Dark Lord’ s attentions here had had to be destroyed. Strange, twisted creatures had
been discovered howling, cowering in their own filth. Once men, but no longer, their minds had been
ground away by dark magicks.

Thankfully, Gost led them past these cdllsto abranching halway. Here there were larger cells, meant to
hold multiple captives, with doors composed of iron bars asthick asaman’swrist.

Jaini.'sClemens

Gogt led them to the centermost cell, the largest, asbig asasmall balroom. The prisoners here, the only
occupantsin al the dungeon, had insisted on being housed together. Elena had agreed to their request.
How could she refuse? She had not even wanted them imprisoned. After the war, they had sworn
alegiance and fedlty to her. But her dlies, including Er'ril, were il mistrustful of these former enemies
and had inssted they be incarcerated in the dungeons.

Elena stepped to the doorway. She was glad to find the area clean. Even iron braziers had been moved
into the cdll to warm the damp from the air and offer abit of light and cheer. Clearly, Gost proved afair

innkeeper.

Amid the braziers, thick-bodied forms huddled, some wrapped in blankets and snoring, some whispering
among themselves. They stood no taller than Elend s shoulder but weighed threefold, dl muscle and
bone. Facesturned in Elena s direction as her footsteps stopped at the cell’ s door. Under heavy brows,
narrowed eyes stared at her.

“Oath or not,” Er'ril muttered, “I do not trust any d’' warf.”
Elena stepped nearer the door. “When do you trust anyone?’ she answered glibly.

The leader of the d' warves, an ancient with an old scar running from crown to jaw, came forward to the
bars, then quickly dropped to one knee. He was bald but bore along gray mustache that drooped below
hischin. “Migtress Elena,” he said, bowing his head farther, “how may | serve you?’

Elena s cheeks grew hot with shame a their imprisonment. His position reminded her of asmilar display
when she had first encountered the warriors. Wennar’ s battalion, bearing heavy axes and protected by
impenetrable spellcast armor, had fallen to its knees— not for her, but for the sacred talisman she bore.
The Try s, the rune-carved Hammer of Thunder. The sight of the magickal talisman had succeeded in
breaking the Dark Lord’ shold on these fierce warriors.

She waved to Gost. “ Could you open the gate please?’

Gost was quick to obey. Hiskeysrattled in the barred door’ s lock.

“Isthiswise?’ Er'ril said, and moved to Elena’ s shoulder, hand resting on the hilt of his sword.
Asanswer, she glared at the plainsman.

Once the gate siwvung open, she moved closer to the knedling d' warf. “Please rise, Wennar,” she said,
using the leader’ sname. “1 cometo ask your aid.”

The d' warf was dow to climb to hisfeet. He kept his eyes downcast. * Y ou have but to ask. We are
yoursto command.”



By now, al the d warves were intent on their conversation. Even those dumbering had been shaken
awake.

Elenainclined her head in acknowledgment to Wennar’ s ssatement. “ Thank you. | have arequest of dl of
you.”

Wennar nodded, waiting, eyes downcast.

“Y ou know Tol’chuk, | believe.”

The d warf leader nodded again. “Theog're.”

“He prepares to embark on adangerous quest.”

Wennar glanced dightly up, his gaze narrowed in confusion.
“To Gul’gotha,” Elenafinished.

The d warf’s eyes grew large. Murmuring arose from those gathered behind Wennar. “He must not go
there,” their leader mumbled. “ The very ground is poisoned by the Nameless One. Only degth liesthere
for the untainted.”

“He must go. Both at the behest of hisfather’ s spirit and in the hope of aiding our battle against the
Gul’ gotha”

Wennar turned his back dightly. “No good will be found on those shores.”

Elenaglanced at Er'ril. The plainsman acted asiif he expected no other response.

“What would you have of us?” Wennar asked, his gaze focused on aglowing brazier nearby.
“I would have you go with Tol’ chuk. Those are your lands. Y ou know them and can help.”

Wennar’ s shoulders trembled with her words. “We swore an oath to you, but what you ask is not
possible”

“Why?

“Centuries of winters have passed since any d' warf has set toe on Gul’ gothal soil. Our homeland is dead
to us. We would know it no better than the og're.”

“But surely you' ve seen old maps, know something of—"

Wennar swung back toward Elena, moving more swiftly than sheimagined he could move. Er'ril yanked
his sword from his sheath at the sudden movement, but no harm was intended by the d warf leader. “Our
homeland is dead to us!” Wennar wailed. Tears ran from the corners of his eyes. Anguish was etched in
gone on hisold face. “1t* forbidden.”

Er'ril spokefor thefirgt time. 1 told you coming here would prove awaste.”
Wennar dunk back around. “1’m sorry, Mistress Elena.”
Elenawas not ready to admit defeat. “ And what if you borethe Try’sil on thisjourney?’

Wennar tensed.



“I promised CassaDar,” Elena continued, “that I’ d one day return your sacred talisman to its homelands,
to the mines of Gul’ gotha, and fulfill the ancient prophecy.”

“The Hammer of Thunder,” he mumbled.

“Itisforetold that the return of the hammer would herad the rebirth of your homeand.”

Wennar still would not turn. He drew even tighter inward. “1t isnot ad warf hand that must carry the
Try'sl”

“Then Tal’chuk will,” Elenasaid.

“No.” Wennar dowly turned. “Did the d' warf mistress of the swamps not explain thisto you? The legend

isexact. Only the one who freed the Hammer can bring the Try’ sl home.” Wennar raised hiseyesand
met hers squardly for thefirgt time. “Only you can free our lands.”

Er'ril dammed his sword back to its sheath. “ Elena cannot go to Gul’ gotha. Sheis needed here.”

Elena simmediate reaction was the same as the plainsman’s. They had fought so hard and lost so many
livesto bring thewit’ ch to A’loa Glen. How could she think of venturing on this Sde journey when the
larger war loomed? But once she heard the plainsman speek it, Elena considered this thought more
deeply. She remembered sitting on the Rosethorn Throne, dl but forgotten by the others. Wasit truly so
vital she be here? The war was not fought to bring the wit’ ch to the idand, but Elenato the book. And
with that accomplished, was she needed here? Did she plan to hide in safety while her friends scattered
throughout the landsin search of the cursed Weirgates? Should she not bear her magick and power in
pursuit of the Gates' destruction”? Elenaclenched her fist. Still, dare she consider leaving the safety of this
fortified idand? She had no answer— but one last question had to be asked aloud.

“If 1 go,” shesad, “will you come as guides?’
“Elenal” Er'ril blurted. “Y ou can’t think to—"
Elenaheld up ahand to silence him. She kept her eyes on Wennar’s.

Slowly hefdl to his knees and bowed his head to the floor. The other d’ warves did the same. “We
would be yoursto command,” Wennar said, his voice swelling with hope. “We would die to keep you
safe”

Elenanodded. “Very wel. | will consder this”
“Youwill notl” Er'ril said in rattled shock.
Elenadid not even glance hisway, but turned on ahedl and led the way back out of the dungeons.

Er'ril chased after her as Gost locked up the cdll behind them. “ Elena, you can't truly be thinking of going
to Gul’ gotha. Y ou can't risk yoursdlf thisway. Y ou're safe here. Y ou have armies from many lands
protecting you.”

Elenadid not stop her march back toward the castle proper. “ Safe?” she asked. She dipped the glove

from her |eft hand, exposing her pale flesh. “ There are assassins within these very walls. The Dark Lord
knowsthat | hide here and will try again and again to destroy me. | am a sitting target, just awaiting his

next arrow.”

“But—?’



They had reached the dungeon keep’ s domicile. Thelight here was much brighter. Elenaturned to Er'ril.
“I have made no fina decison, Er'ril. | only said | would consider it.”

“Then | would ask you to condder this, Elena. By going, perhaps you would be playing into the Dark
Lord' s hands. Maybe the assassin was not meant to kill you, but to scare you, to chase you from the
idand, so he might snare you when you are less protected.”

Elenasighed and stopped. Her eyes settled on Gogt’ s portrait of asmiling woman on a handsome horse.
“No one can know what game the Dark Lord is playing. To guess his next moveisthe path to fear and
indecison. I’ ve heard enough of that in the Great Hall over the past moon. All | can do isfollow what my
heart tellsme.” Elenaturned and met Er'ril’ seyes. “ Can you trust that? Can you trust my decision?’

Er'ril cdlosed hiseyes and dowly nodded. Hiswords were abare whisper. “ Always. | am your liegeman.”

K.AST STOOD AT THE PROW OF THE DOUBLE-MASTED ELV'IN WINDSHIP, the Eagle's
Fury, and glanced bel ow to the dock. Men bustled with crates and supplies among the thick ropes
tethering ship to land. Winches creaked and draft horses whinnied as they fought the pul-leved ropesto
haul gear to the v’ in warship floating two stories above their heads. Open hatches on the underbelly of
the ship awaited their cargo.

Scowling, Kast turned hisback on the sight. Ouitfitting the ship for the journey to the Southern Wastes
would have gone much faster if the ship had docked like any normal seagoing vessdl. But the captain of
the Eagle' s Fury—Meric' s brother, Richald—had refused to let his ship settleinto the seafor loading.
“No Thundercloud has ever touched the world' s surface,” Richad had stated coldly. “1t would taint the
Eagle’ s Fury, and auger ill for our journey.”

Kast had not argued. It was not his ship. On this expedition, he was a mere passenger. He stared up at
the masts with their furled sailsand at the thin, waspish fellows climbing lithely among the ropesand
rigging. As much as he found thismode of travel distasteful, Kast could not fault the skill of Richad's
crew. They waked the ropes aswell as any man walked the planks of annormal vessd.

Sighing, he glanced away. On the far side of the dock, the twin to this boat floated two stories above the
water. It was Meric’s own ship, the Sormwing. Its magic-wrought iron kedl glowed like warm cod,, its
elementd power keeping the ship afloat in the air. Men bustled under its hull, too, asit was being outfitted
and readied for itsflight to the northern stretches of Alasea. From here, Kast spotted theelv'in lord
among hisown crew atop the deck, including thetrio of dark-skinned zo' ol tribesman who would
accompany Meric on the search for Elena s companions.

There was a certain symmetry here. Two brothers, two ships, two tasks. One headed to the north, one
to the south. But how would each fare? Twin victories or twin defeats?

The scrape of bare hedl on wood drew his attention from hisreverie of the future. Dressed in mottled
sharkskin, Sy-wen might as well have been naked. From the swell of her breasts to the curves of her
thighs, nothing was hidden by the thin materid. She smiled astheir eyes met, obliviousto the immodesty
of her dress.

But others were not so blind. At her side strode the captain of the ship, Richald. Kast noticed how the
eVv'in kept trying to avert his eyes from Sy-wen’sform, but failed. A dight blush glowed on the captain’s
pale cheeks as his eyes flickered toward her periodicaly. It seemed the blood of ev’in princes did not
entirdy flow with ice.

Sy-wen dipped easily under Kast’'sarm as she neared him, giving him aquick brush of her lipson his
cheek. Kast firmed hisgrip around her waist, making it clear who lay claim to her heart.



Richald cleared histhroat and glanced off to the empty skies. “We are on schedule. We |l be off with the
firg light.”

Kast nodded. “It seems Meric faresjust aswell.”

Thistriggered a hardening of Richad's countenance. His eyes narrowed as he glanced toward the
Stormwing. “Luckily my brother’s crew has been trained well.” It seemed Richad was not abouit to give
Meric any credit for leadership in this matter.

“Ah, but acrew isonly as good astheir captain,” Kast mumbled.

Richad sfigt clenched. “That is yet to be seen. My brother has been too long on solid ground. Let us see
how he faresin the wilds of the empty skies”

“I'm sure your brother will dowell,” Sy-wen said, pulling dightly away. She squeezed Kast'sarm,
scolding him slently for goading Richdd. “But | must be off. Mother is expecting me.”

“You'regoing now?’ Kast said, surprised. “What about Elena s council meeting?’

“I am not needed. Master Edyl| represents our people.” She nodded toward the two masts of the
Eagle’' sFury. “Besdes, it is clear where we are headed next. And if we areto leave at dawn, | have
little time to say good-byeto Mother.” She stepped toward therailing. “1 will return by nightfal.”

Kast refused to let her leave so easily. Catching her wrist, he pulled her back, drawing her to his chest
and staring down into her eyes. “I expect you back before the sun’slast light,” he whispered, then leaned
near her ear S0 hiswords were private. “We have anew bed to blessthisnight.”

Hiswords brought ablush to her cheeks. He leaned for akiss and found her lips aswarm as her cheeks.
With lips still touching, she bresthed apromise. “ Fear not. I’ Il be here, my dragon.” A finger traced his
chin as she pulled away, outlining the edge of histattoo. Her touch waslike fire on hisflesh.

Then she stepped away again.

the distance, the blare of trumpets sounded from the castle e The council was being summoned. “I must
be off, she said. Kast had no words eft in him. He only raised ahand in farewell. S -wen crossed to the
ship’sleeward side, climbed over therail-+ , and without a glance back, dove smoothly over the side.

Kast strode to the rail and leaned out. Far below, the barest trickle f bubbles marked where she had
entered the water. The sea had welcomed back its own.

ASTHE ASSEMBLY GATHERED, Er'rIL STOOD AT EIENa s SIDE BESIDE THE

Rosethorn Throne. Er'ril noted how half the council seats remained empty. During the night, the
faint-hearted and the profiteers had clearly packed and fled, wanting no part of any red action against the
Gul’ gotha

Er'ril turned. Elenawore a degp frown as she aso stared around the assembly. Few members spoke as
they settled into their places, eyesflicking toward the empty chairs.

From beyond the chamber, atrumpet blew afina note, announcing the start of the war council.

Atthissignal, Elenastood. She still wore her leather riding outfit but had abandoned the pair of matching
lambskin gloves. The Rose was bright again on both hands. Earlier the n’'sdagger had been
carefully extracted from the table and given to the scholarsin the library for study. With her handprint free



of the magicka talisman, Elenahad found she could easily renew in the light of the sun, returning the gift
of wit' chfireto her right fist. She kept her hands bared now to dismiss any rumor of weakness.

Though Er’ril wasrelieved no permanent harm had resulted from the mysterious attack, hefdt atwinge
of misgiving. He stared at the wounded handprint, as did others around the table. What did this assault
mean? Why go through so much troublefor so little result?

As he stood guard, hand on sword hilt, Elenalifted her right fist for dl to see. In thetorchlight, the
crimson hueswhorled over her flesh. To the less observant, it seemed atwin to her |eft, but Er'ril osnized
the dight fade to the Rose of her raised fist, asign of gick spent. But the drain was no trick from the
magicka dagger. After Elenahad renewed, Er'ril had inssted she practice manipulat-» a her magick to
test whether her gift had somehow been tainted. Flenahad lit a series of candles from ten paces avay,
her control so recise that not even asingle drop of wax had melted. It seemed the attack had had no
lagting damage.

And this fact bothered him more than anything.

He studied the tabletop. Just what had been the purpose of this assault? Why so much stealth and
secrecy? The lack of any reasonable answer kept Er'ril on edge. He kept awary eye on the faces dong
thetable. Wasthetraitor till here, or had he fled with the night?

Asif feding hishard gaze, the crowd findly settled to full slence.

Elenatook a step forward and clenched her raised fit tighter. A glow blew forth from her hand. But
when she spoke, her voice was quiet. “ This past night, we have seen the result of awavering heart. While
we' ve sat and argued, dark forces have grown in our midst, like poison in stagnant waters. Well, no
longer. From this moment onward, we will be arushing river, atorrent of determined force that no petty
thief inthe night can taint.” As she spoke, fire grew in her voice, and the glow of her Roseflared brighter.

Er'ril had adifficult time keeping awatch upon the table and surroundings, his gaze drawn to her likea
moth to flame. Slowly, Elenalowered her fid.

“I thank you al for showing your true hearts here thisday,” she continued. “ Though our numbersare
fewer, we are stronger, sted forged from iron. And before another winter passes, | promise we will bring
this new blade to the throat of the Black Heart himsaif.”

A figt pounded rhythmically on thetable. It wasthe high kedl. His eyeswere bright with the promise of
war. “Let the oceansrun red until our lands arefree!” the high kedl growled. Others murmured, and more
fists added their support aong the ironwood table.

Elenalifted apam to silence the rising response. “War will come. Thereisno way to avoid it. But before
we cast our bodies upon the shoas of Blackhall, we must be ready.”

“Weareready!” the high kedl declared boldly, ignoring the bandages till peeking from under his clothes.

Elenaamiled. “I’m sure you are. The Dre' rendi are not onesto hun a beattle, even when the numbers are
agang them.”

The high kedl nodded, chest swelling. “But for now, another path lies ahead of us.”

“And what might that be?’ These words were from afamiliar dissenter, Symon Feraoud, the portly
representative from Penryn. He blew out his black mustaches as he huffed his skepticism. Er'ril had been
surprised to see the man take a seet at the meeting. He would have laid odds on Feraoud being the first
to ship back to his coastal home last night.



Elenanodded to the question raised by the thick-bellied fellow. “Asyou dl know, | have taken the night
to consult the spirits of the Blood Diary and have studied the words coming from far places. We now
know the source of the Dark Lord’ s magicks. It isaset of four ebon’ stone gates that contain the font of
his black powers. Before we take our war to the shores of Blackhall, we must first discover these Gates
and destroy them, stripping the Dark Lord of hismagick. Therein lies our only chance at victory.”

Er'ril noticed Elenawas careful not to mention what she had truly discerned from the Blood Diary—that
theimprisoned spirit of Chi wasthetruewell of power. Such newswould not have been well received.

“And how will you attempt the destruction of these Gates?” Symon asked.

“Wewill not just attempt this” Elenasaid coldly. “Wewill do it. Already eV’in shipsare being readied
to search them out.”

A new murmuring grew around thetable.
Magter Edyll of the mer’a spoke up. “Tel usyour full plan.”

Elenabowed her head to the elder, then answered. “We know of four Gates. the Wyvern, the Basilisk,
the Griffin, and the Manticore. One we cannot reach. The wyvern statue has been taken by Shorkan to
Blackhal. Wewill leave that Gate until we are ready to take the battle to Blackhall itself. But words and
sgns point to where the other three might lie.”

Elena continued to explain about the twin journeys. one to the north led by Meric, oneto the south led by
Prince Richald and accompanied by Sy-wen and Kast.

“And the Manticore Gate?’ Master Edyll asked.

Elenagrew slent for afew moments, then findly spoke. “ The og're, Tol’ chuk, will search to the eat,
across the seasto Gul’ gotha”

This announcement stunned most of the members, except the
» nelful Who had beeninthe hal earlier.
“That isamost dangerousjourney,” Edyll countered. “None who

, dtempted to seek out that distant shore have ever returned.” Elenanodded. " That iswhy | have enlisted
theaid of guides” Her answer lifted the brows of the mer’ ai elder. ” Guides?*

“Thed warf captivesin the dungeons below. It istheir ancient homeland.”
At the mention of the d' warves, faces grew stern and angry.

“Evenif such guides should provefathful,” Master Edyll said, hisvoice thick with doubt, “thisjourney ill
isthe most dangerous of dl and the most likdly to fail.”

“Not if | gowith them,” Elenasaid smply.

Her answer had the entire assembly on itsfeet. Even Er'ril took astep toward Elena, but he restrained
himself. He had sworn an oath to her. He would abide by her decision.

But that did not mean the otherswould.

The high ked’ sface was as red as a bloodied bandage. “Y ou cannot mean to travel to that cursed land!



Itiscertain desth.”
Er'ril could not stop his own head from nodding when others shouted their dissent. It was absolute folly.
Elenabore the brunt of their outburst, arock beaten by waves.

Queen Tratd spokefor thefirst time. Her face, usually unreadable, was amask of rage. “1 will not alow
thig”

Elenaturned dowly to the dv'in queen. “I an going.”

The two women stared a one another. Tiny spats of lightning sparked among the silver strands of Queen
Trata’ shair, raisng adight nimbus around her head like asilver crown. Still Elenamet thewoman’sice
with her own. The hall quieted as the two faced each other down. The scent of the room grew to that of
abrewing storm, and time seemed to dow to an excruciating length.

Findly, Queen Tratal clenched her fists once and settled back. “ So it seems the blood of kings does run
inyour veins.” Lightning died around her—but her eyes remained narrowed, cold and brittle as shards of
winter’sice. “But if you mean to crossthe Great Ocean, it will be aboard my ship.”

Elenabowed her head in acquiescence, clearly growing into adiplomat as much asawit’ ch. “1 would be
honored.”

The high kedl, however, was not so easily swayed. “If Elenagoes, then we go, too. The Dre rendi have
sworn blood oaths to protect you.”

Elenaturned to the leader of the Bloodriders with awarm smile. 1 appreciate your loyalty, High Ked of
the Dre'rendi. | am doubly honored, but A’loa Glen must also be protected. | would ask the Dre' rendi
and the mer’ al to keep theidand safe while we are gone on our journeys. If we succeed, there must be a
rallying point to which we can return. And | would prefer not to wage another War of the Idesto regain
it.”

The high ked grumbled, but the winds seemed to diein hissalls,

“And moreimportantly,” Elena continued forcefully, “thissmal idand isthe seed from which anew
Alasen, afree Alasea, must grow. | will not haveit fall again under the shadow of the Dark Lord.”

The high kedl bowed deeply, fist raised to throat. “ On the blood of every Dre rendi, such a curse will
never happen.”

Elena crossed her arms across her chest in the typica Dre rendi fashion. An oath accepted. She then
lowered her arms and faced the assembled council. “ Are we agreed?’ she asked smply.

The question need not have been asked.

Er’ril turned from the council as they pounded their assent upon theiron wood. He stared at Elenaas she
stood at the end of the table. The words of Queen Tratal echoed in hishead: the blood of lyings runsin
your veins.

There was no doubt.

In an abandoned section of the castle, acloaked figure huddled in the degper shadows of ashallow
acove. Shewaited for the sgna with only spiders and dust beetlesfor company. Then she heard it,
echoing down through the hdls of the Greet Edifice: atrumpet’ s blast. The council meeting had begun.



Thewit’ ch and her companionswould be occupied for astretch of time. Straightening her lithe form, she
did smoothly from her acove, not even disturbing the drape of spiderwebs overhead. She stepped
through the parade of dust beetles without squashing asingle insect. Her master had taught her not to
leave behind even asingle clue of her presence. Around her, the halls were empty, as sheimagined even
the more wlated sections of the castle were at thistime. The entire castle

,1] ]« breath at the outcome of the meeting in the Great Hall. But ch matters of politics and intrigue were
not her concern. She had complished haf of her task. All that remained was afina act and her escape.

Running silently on feet padded in the thinnest |eather, she left no footprint upon the floor’ sthick dust.
Sheran the hdls, winding her way toward the upper floors of the castle. Dashing down alast passage,
she quickly came upon the door she sought. Shetested itslatch. It did not budge. She silently sighed in
relief. It waslocked, suggesting no onewasinsde. Allowing hersdf atight grin, she sank to one knee.
Toolsdipped easly into hand. Deft fingers played the dim lengths of sted into the door’ slock and
searched for the releases.

The tumble of the lock’ s mechanism rewarded her efforts. She stood and tested the latch once again. It
gaveway essly.

Not pausing to appreciate her handiwork, she pushed the door open only wide enough for her dim form
to dip past the threshold. She leaned on the door and let it snap closed behind her, thumbing the lock
back in place.

The room was dim; only asingle smal lantern glowed atop atable in thefar corner, itswick trimmed to
the smalest flame. She frowned at the sight. Why was alamp left burning, even aslow asit was? Had
one of the scholars been forgetful ? She hurried deeper into the room. She could not trust such athought.
None of the scholarswould risk an untended flame, especially here.

To either side, shelf after shelf of books and scrolls stood guard over the room. The rows towered three
times her height with a scattering of ladders between them to aid the library’ s staff in finding the proper
text among the highest shelves. She crossed to the far Side of the room, where desks, chairs, and tables
were spread before atdl hearth. She glanced quickly around, ensuring hersdlf that no one skulked in
some shadowed corner. She neared the hearth and raised a palm toward amantd stone. Still warm. The
hearth had only recently died.

Biting alip with worry, she hurried about her task. She had listened to the rumors among the castle help
and knew where she needed to search. She crossed to the largest of the many desks. It was a huge
oaken monstrosity with scrolled edges and so thickly cluttered that not a single space was bare atop it.
Stacks of books were stationed at every corner, and parchment lay scattered amid ahandful of open
texts and inkwells. There was even atrio of scrolls splayed wide atop the desk, held open with small lead
weightsin the shapes of woodland animals.

Sheignored all the determined research and went to the center-most drawer of the thick desk. She
tested the drawer and was surprised to find it unlocked. Could she be mistaken? Fearing the worst, she
yanked the drawer open with aloud squeak of wood.

She closed her eyes briefly with relief. 1t was still here! Opening her eyes, she reached into the drawer.
Her fingers hesitated only abreath before touching the crystal dagger’ s sculpted hilt. The carving of the
basilisk, the ancient symbol of the ghouls of Tular, sickened her. Still, shelifted the blade from the drawer
and examined the long shard of razor-sharp nightglass. Holding it up to the light, she saw the length of the
blade' s core now glowed with afiery brightnessthat had nothing to do with the lamp’ stiny flame. Her
measter had not been mistaken!



Shewas so0 stunned that it took her half amoment to recognize the telltale sound of akey inalock. She
froze as voices rose from behind the door. Someone was coming!

Sliding the dagger into the sheath sawn into her cloak, she sped to the nearest row of bookshelvesand
flew up them without the use of any of the library’ sladders. She pulled hersdlf atop the bookshelf and
stood on the narrow strip of wood, balancing, praying it would hold her weight and not topple.

Across the room, the door swung open and a pair of robed scholars entered the room, one young, one
old. They bore platters of bread and cheeses asthey talked.

Not waiting, sheran for deeper shadows, where the row met the library wall. None noticed her motions
or the dance of her shadow on the ceiling overhead. Her master had taught her the value of heightsasa
means of flight. Most men looked forward and down, but seldom up. This proved true now.

Carefully, asthe scholars continued toward their desks, the cloaked figure jumped from row to row,
retreating back toward the doors.

Below, asthey passed, the older scholar urged the younger one. “I’ m sorry to disturb your medl, Brother
Ungher. But my eyes are not as keen asthey once were. | would have you seethisfor yoursef.”

“Itisnever abother to help you, Brother Ryn. | know your study f the dagger is of the utmost
importance.”

“I iust need you to study this blade with your younger eyes. Thereisan odd glow. | can't discernif it's
just areflection or something born ingde the nightglass”

The scholars' exchange amost made the escaping thief miss astep. She came near to dipping from atop
the last stack. Waving an arm for balance, she steadied herself and crouched to cam her heart. They
meant to examine the dagger. Any hope of escaping the castle before the theft was noted was
disappearing rapidly. Silently, she crept down the shelf back to the stonefloor.

The murmur of voices had dropped below her ability to pick out words. She peeked around the edge of
the bookshdf. The two scholars had paused to rest their trays atop one of the smaller tables.

The younger one' svoice rang clearer as he straightened. “Would you like meto reight the hearth,
Brother Ryn?’

“No, no, thiswon't take long. Come see the dagger.”
The two robed figures disappeared out of view.

With her heart in her throat, she dipped to the door, undid the latch, and prayed the hinges remained
slent as she pulled the door open just enough for her to pass.

She backed into the hdll just as she heard astartled outburst from inside. Her theft had been discovered!
She pulled the door quickly shut and imagined ways to jam the lock to trap the two scholars. In this
lonely section of the castle, it might be along time until someone heard their yellsfor help. With asudden
idea, she backed astep and ran into a person standing silently behind her.

Before she could react, strong hands grabbed her elbows and yanked her arms painfully behind her. She
gasped at the sudden attack and attempted to writhe out her assailant’ s grip. She stamped a hedl on the
attacker’ stoes.

Now it was histurn to gasp and jump, but his grip and twist on her asams did not let up.



She was shoved hard into the library door, smashing her forehead hard enough to see lights dance before
her eyes.

“What are you doing skulking about here?’ the attacker yedled, shoving her again and pinning her against
the door. “Answer me!” hehissed in her ear.

Shetasted blood from a split lip. She had no wordsin her. So close, she moaned only to hersdf. So
close.

Suddenly the door at her face opened. The two tumbled past the threshold to land in atangle of limbs at
thefoot of the younger scholar. She struggled to take advantage of the surprise and loose hersdlf. But her
attacker was no fool. As she fought and kicked, he took the assault with grunts and spats of swearing but
kept hisgrip. Twisting savagely, she attempted to tear free but only succeeded in ripping her cloak. The
dagger fell free and skittered across the stone floor. She shot ahand out toward it, but the scholar
reached it first, retrieving the weapon.

“We have our thief!” the young Brother called out, triumphant.

With the dagger lost from her possession, she found her strength vanish with it. She was again pinned
under the attacker’ sweight and groaned in despair. So close...

She did not resst when she was wrenched from her belly to her back, still held tight by her attacker.
Through ablur of tears, she saw who had captured her: hisfiery red hair, hisangry green eyes. The
brother of the wit’ch. “Lord Joach,” she moaned.

Joach reached and pulled at the cloak’ s hood. Shetried feebly to stop him. No, not this, too.

Stronger, hisfingers ripped back her hood, exposing her face for dl to see. She stared back at him, tears
on her cheeks. She saw his eyes grow wide as he recognized her. The anger in hisface drained to pain.
She closed her eyes againgt his hurt.

But she could not shut out the heartbreak in hisvoice. “Marta?’
AsTHE MEETING DISPERSED, EIENA LEFT THE GREAT HaLL, FOLLOWED

closdy by her eternd shadow, Er'ril. Shefelt the storm cloud brewing over her shoulder as he kept pace.
She knew the plainsman wanted to vent hisrage a her decision to go Gul’ gotha, yet he remained slent,
keeping hisword to support her. But in some ways, thiswas even worse. His silence was brooding. The
dtiffness of his back and the white-knuckled grip on his sword hilt announced his dissent asloudly as
words.

Oncefree of the crowds, she dowed so Er'ril could walk abreast of her. This matter had best be settled
before the journey began. “Er’ril,” shesaid, “1 must go to Gul’ gotha.”

“I amyour liegeman,” he answered dutifully. “Y ou are free to pur-the path you believe best. 1 will follow
you anywhere. So I’ ve svvorn.”

Elenasighed. “I do not makethisdecison rashly, Er'ril. If
Tol’ chuk isto succeed in hisjourney, if the Manticore Gate isto be discovered, he will need my power.*
“| understand your desireto help, to not stidle. Even |—"

“It'snot just that.” Elenastruggled to find the words to explain hersdf better. “ Portentsand signsal point



to the eadt, to Gul’ gotha: the scorpion in the stone, the spirit message from Tol’ chuk’ sfather, the d warf
legend of the Try’sl’sreturn. | sense... | sense | must voyage there. For too long, the lands of Gul’ gotha
have been tainted by the Dark Lord. If we ever hope to free our land, theirs must be freed, too.” She
stopped Er’ril with atouch and turned to him. “Can you understand this? Support this? Not just from
your’ oath bond as liegeman, but asa... friend.”

The plainsman’ s hard stance dowly melted. He lowered his head with asigh. “ After we talked with the
d'warves, | knew you' d make thisdecison. But | hoped otherwise.”

“ Il m $rry_”

“No, | spent the time before the meeting pondering what the d' warves said... what you said. Perhapsa
journey to Gul’ gothais not such folly. It isfrom those distant lands that the Black Heart himself arose.
Perhaps once there, we can learn more of the Gul* -gothal lord. Even after five centuries, we know so
little about the tyrant’ strue nature. And where but his own birthplace could we perhaps discover more,
maybe even discern awesknessin hisarmor?’

Elenafdt her heart lighten with hiswords. His support of her decision lifted the burden from her lone
shoulders. “ So you agree with my going?’

Helifted hisface; hiseyeswerefull of agony. “1 wish | could lock you away and keep you from pursuing
such adangerous path.” He turned away. “But in my heart, | know there is no safe place anywhere any
longer. Not Gul’ gotha, not here.”

Elenadared at the plainsman, hesitant, then reached and took hishand. “Yes, thereis, Er'ril. Thereis
one placewhere | am forever safe.”

He glanced to her hand and did not pull away. “Whereisthat?’ His voice was hushed, amost choked.
“Tell meand I'll take you there.”

“No need.” She gently squeezed hishand and leaned in closer to him. “I’'m aready there.”

He tensed with her words. Had she spoken too boldly, shown her heart too clearly? He would not meet
her eyes—but neither did hefree hishand. “Elena...” hewhispered. “I... 1...”

A commotion ahead drew thelr attention forward. Elenafdt Er'ril’ sfingers dip from hersas Joach and a
robed scholar stalked around the next corner. They were followed by two guards hauling a trussed-up

grl.

Joach’ s eyes widened as he spotted them, and he hurried forward. “We' ve found your attacker,” he
said, breathless. He nodded toward the guards.

“What?’ Er'ril asked, shocked, moving forward to protect Elena.

Joach lifted his hands, reveding the long, black dagger. “ Shetried to sedl it and was caught.” He
stepped aside so Elena could see her attacker.

The girl wasthrust roughly forward, falling to her knees. She made no sound as she struck the hard
stone. Shejust hung her head, hair draping her face. Her clothes, acloak over loose shirt and leggings,
weretorn to rags. Clearly she had been roughly searched by the guards, her pockets ripped and rifled

through.
“She had posed as a scullion,” Joach explained, voicetight.



“Andthat isnot al,” the scholar, an old man in arough-spun umber robe, said. Elenarecognized him as
Brother Ryn, caretaker of the castle slibrary. He moved toward the girl and reached to her nape. “Most
interesting... mogt interesting. ... | thought them disbanded long ago and vanished.”

“Brother Ryn, what isit?” Er'ril asked.

“Something we found when we searched her.” The ederly Brother reached and gently brushed the girl’s
tawny hair back from behind an ear. “Do you know this symbol, Er'ril?’

Er’ril moved nearer, and Elenafollowed. He bent closer as Elena peered over his shoulder. Behind the
girl’sear was atiny tattoo: asmall dagger entwined by asnake. “A guild mark... The Assassins Guild,”
Er'ril sad, sraightening with afrown.

“Like CassaDar?’ Elena asked, remembering asimilar tattoo hidden behind the ear of the swamp
wit'ch. “But | thought she said her guild ended with the fall of Castle Drakk, their stronghold.”

“It seems some of the seeds cast after the fall found fertile soil to ,,w again,” Er'ril said sourly. “But why
attack you?’

Elenakndt before the girl and reached ahand to her attacker’ s hin. Shelifted the girl’ sface. Elenawas
immediately struck by two things: the degp indigo hue to her eyes and the hopel essness found therein.
“Who sent you?’" Elenaasked softly.

Thewoman stared back, silent.
“She refusesto speak,” Joach said. “We ve asked the same of her aready.”

From the bruise on the girl’ s cheek and her split lip, the first interrogation had been none too gentle. Elena
frowned. She sensed no enmity from the girl, only a profound despair. Narrowing her eyes, Elena
continued quietly. “What isyour name? Surely that is not forbidden for you to disclose”

Confusion crept into the other’ sface.
Joach interrupted. “Her nameisMarta”

Elenaglanced up to her brother, but ameek voice drew her back to the roped girl. “No, my true nameis
Keda”

“Keda?' Elenaasked.

The girl nodded and spoke rapidly, pleading. “I beg that you let me go. Return my dagger, and | will
vanish from these shores forever.”

Er'ril snorted harshly. “Not likely, assassin. It' sinto our dungeonsyou' |l be vanishing.”

Kedaignored the plainsman, keeping her eyeson Elena. “I meant you no harm... & least, no lasting
harm. My war is not with you.”

“Thenwhoisit with?’

The girl sudied the stones at her knees and mumbled. “ The master of the guild has sworn my tongue
againg spesking of such matters.”

Elenasghed and stood. “ My tower is near. Perhaps we should continue this discussion in my chambers.”



“| see no reason to continueit at al,” Er'ril countered. “Leave her to the dungeons. We ve much planning
ahead thisday if we areto beready intime.”

Elena saw Joach help the prisoner to her feet. Kedaglanced up at Joach and quickly away. Joach
swallowed hard and | eft her to the guards. Elena sensed more to the story between them than had been
spoken doud. “I would till like to question her further,” Elenasaid to Er’ril, tepping around him to lead
the way back to her tower.

Er'ril grumbled something under his bresth but followed. The others shadowed after them. Once the
tower was reached, Brother Ryn excused himsdlf to return to hislibrary, and the remaining group
continued thelong dimb in glence.

Elenarubbed her right hand with her |eft as she led the way. She remembered the intense pain asthe
magick was wrenched from her flesh. What manner of assault had that been? She pondered the mystery.
Another member of the Assassins Guild, Cassa Dar, had once strangled her power with aspellcast
swamp weed, luring Elenainto the bogs and svamps of the Drowned Lands for acure. But what did the
guild want with her now? Before she left this coast, she needed an answer.

At lagt, they reached the top of thelong stairs. A pair of posted guards snapped to giff attention, spears
in hand at her appearance. She nodded to them; one of the pair stepped aside and opened the thick
iron-and-oak door.

Elenaentered first and waved for Er'ril to light the lamps, while Joach started afirein the hearth. At the
doorway, Elenatook the prisoner by the elbow. “I will take her from here,” she said to the guards. “Y ou
may return to your duties”

After amoment’ s hesitation, the leader bowed his head and backed away. Elenaclosed the door, then
led Kedato achair by thefire that Joach had quickly stoked.

Once dl were sttled, Er'ril stood to the left of the girl’ s chair, hand on his sword hilt, wearing a deep
frown. Nearby, Joach leaned on the mantel, a hearth iron in hand. He stared into thefire,

Elenakndt by Keda schair. “ Tel us about yoursdlf. Where do you come from?’
The girl glanced down and away.

“She comes from avillage in the Southern Wastes,” Joach answered, then added more bitterly, “ unless
that was alie, too.”

“ltwas no lig” Kedasaid, her voice heated.

Elena, her brows pinched together, glanced up to Er'ril. The Southern Wastes? Could this be another
sgn pointing toward one of the gatesin the far south ?

Er'ril guessed the questionsin her eyes and shrugged.

The girl spoke again, her words dmost amoan of despair. “1 must have the nightglass dagger.”
Elenaturned. “Why? If you meant us no harm, then why can't ,,ou tell usyour need for it?’

“My oath... Itisforbidden...”

Elenasighed and leaned back on her heds as she kndlt. She thought in silence for afew moments.

“If you want any answersfrom her,” Er'ril said, “there are many tools of torturein the dungeons, left over



from thetime of the Dark Lord' sarmies.”

Shocked, Elenaglanced up at Er'ril. But from behind the girl’ s shoulder, he gave his head a dight shake.
He had no intention of ever using such devices, but the prisoner did not know this.

Elena calmed her reaction and spoke more dowly, taking the more passiverole. “I’m sure that won't be
necessary, Er'ril... at least not yet.”

Kedadtiffened in her seat at their words.

“Now, Keda,” Elenabegan, “though we mean you no true harm, we can’t ignore this attack upon us.
Y ou must understand this.”

Thegirl’ slipsdrew tauit.

“Let’sgtart again. If you can't tdll usthe reason for this assault, then tell us about yourself. How did you
cometo beinthe Assassns Guild? Where were you trained?’

Kedalowered her head. “I don’t know how | cameto Alcazar, the sandstone citadel of the guild. | was
told the master found me ten winters ago, just asmall child lost in the deserts of the Wastes, but | don't
know if thiswasthe truth or not.”

Er'ril spoke up, hisvoice brittle with feigned anger. “ And what of your designation? Y our tattoo? The
assassin’'s dagger wrapped by a snake.”

Elenarecalled Cassa Dar’ stattoo: a dagger wrapped in nightshade vine. It had marked her as an assassin
who specidized in poisons.

Kedaspoke meekly. “| wastrained in the arts of hidden moves:. to enter unseen, to leave undetected.
The snakeisan assassn’s symbol of sedth.”

“Just athief, in other words.” Er'ril snorted derisively.

Kedajerked in her bonds, twisting to stare at Er’ril. “1 am no common thief! | trained for ten wintersin
the n's methods.”

“But have you ever killed?’ Er'ril asked with clear scorn. Kedasank back around. “A bloody hand does
not make an assassin.”

Er'ril glanced over thetop of Keda s head a Elena. He nodded for her to continue again.

Elenatook amore conciliatory tone. “So you came all the way from Alcazar in the Southern Wastes,
disguised yoursdlf as a scullion maid, and dipped your way past the many armies guarding thisidand.
Impressve. Y ou must have been trained well.”

“I was,” she said proudly. “Master Belgan isone of the finest guild members”
“And 0, like asnake, you dipped into our midst undetected, waiting for the proper moment.”
Kedanodded with Elena swords.

Er'ril spoke again, dmost ydling. “ And then when the moment was ripe, you took your dagger and
brutally stabbed it into Elena s mark, ripping away her power, torturing her!”



Kedashied from hiswords. “I... | did not think... | didn't mean...” Tearswelled in her eyes.

“Don’'t mind Er'ril,” Elenasaid, and placed ahand on Keda sknee. “ Y ou had somedire need. That is
clear. If you would explain this need, maybe we could help.”

Sniffing back tears, Kedaglanced to Elena’'shand. “I... | cannot.”

Elenawhispered now. “Isyour need so much less than your oath? If you broke your word but gained
your desire, would this price be too steep?’

Keda seyesroseto meet Elena s. Hesitation and desire were mixed inthe girl’ sexpression. “If... if |
told you, would you let me have the dagger and leave thisidand?’

“If your god ispure, | would consider it.”

Kedadumped in her seat. When she spoke next, her words were a pained whisper. “1 need the dagger
to day amonger.”

Elenafrowned and glanced to Er’ril. With anod, he encouraged Elenato continue on her own. “What
monster?’ she asked.

Kedasank deeper into her chair, drawing inward. “A foul beast that has taken roost in the ancient Ruins
of Tular.”

Elenaclenched her fist a the mention of the Southwall’ san-fortress. “Tular?’ she encouraged. “At the
northern edge of the

Wastes?*

“Y es From the decaying ruins, a corruption spread into our

Hs poisoning water and livestock. Hundreds began to die of sicknessand famine.”
“And you bdievethis pestilence came from this beast”?’

Kedanodded. “A winged demon of pae flesh cameto avillage one night. He demanded atithing from
the many desert tribes. Either the payment must be made, or he promised the corruption from the beast
would continue to spread until the entire Wastes were consumed.” Keda glanced up at Elena, then avay
again. Her voice cracked. “Th-the people had no choice. At each full moon, the tithe had to be sent to
the Ruins of Tular, to dake the beast’ slugt, or certain doom would befdl al of them.”

“What wasthis price?’ Elenaasked.

Kesashook her head; a sob choked from her throat.

“Tel us so we might understand.”

“Itwasatithe... atithe of children.”

“What?’ Elenacould not stop her gasped outburst.

Kedarocked dightly in her seat. “Thirty children with each moon, onefor each day of the passing cycle”
“Sweet Mother,” Joach mumbled by the hearth. Hefinaly tore his gaze from thefire.

“Oneday,” Kedasaid, “agroup of village elders came to Alcazar, |oaded with gold and jewels, begging



for the help of the guild to day the beast. Of course, once Master Belgan heard the story, he refused
them.”

Er'ril snorted again. “Just like atrue Nn. That bunch are cowards a heart, dinking in the dark.”

Kedafrowned angrily. “No, you don’t understand. He refused their gold, but accepted their chalenge.
Hetook only oneitem from those who came.”

“And what was that?’ Joach asked.

Kedaturned to Elena s brother. She nodded to his belt where the nightglass dagger hung. “Itisa
treasure equal to dl the other wedlth offered. But Master Belgan did not accept the dagger for its worth.
One of the village elders was ashaman. He said, according to his scrying bones, only this dagger could
day the beast.”

“Why'sthat?’ Joach asked, touching the dagger.

“The weapon had been used before—to day the monstrous beast that had once protected the tyrants of
Tular. It had freed our people then. The shaman believed it could again.”

“| don't undergtand,” Elenasaid. “Why carry it dl theway here?’

“The shaman and Master Belgan spent an entire half moon talking, reading old scrolls, throwing scrying
bones. They learned that the original beast of Tular had been protected by afierce armor and even the
dagger done could not penetrateitsskin... not without...” Kedaturned to Elena. “Not without first
wetting the blade in the blood of awit’ ch, drawing her magick into the crystal. In the most ancient pagt, it
had been the magick of Sisa kofa”

Er'ril hissed. “The Wit ch of Spirit and Stone.”
“My ancestor,” Elenaadded.

The girl nodded. “Word had spread of your victory—of anew wit’ ch born into our lands. | was sent
here by swift horses through the Crumbling Mounds to the sea, and from the coast by boat. Master
Belgan told me what to watch for: ablood mark of thewit ch. If impaled and |&ft for one night, the
dagger would draw her magick insideit. Only then could there be any hope of defeating the beast of
Tula.”

Elenarubbed her padm on aknee, remembering the burning drain of her magick. The dagger had
absorbed her wit’ chfire. “Tell usof thisbeast.”

Kedashuddered. “ Only one person has seen the monster: the man who leads the children to their doom.
Hetold al who would hear about the horrible beast hidden in the ancient fortress.” Keda svoice
cracked with fear. “1t was the Ghoul of Tular reborn after ageless centuries, cometo life once again to
destroy our lands.”

“The Ghoul of Tular?”

Kedaturned once again to Joach. “The beast who once guarded Tular. Itsimage entwines the dagger’ s
hilt.”

Joach dipped the weapon free and held the dagger up. A feathered serpent lay curled around the hilt, its
beaked mouth open in aglent, fanged hiss. The baslisk, the ancient totem of Tular.



Elenastood abruptly and crossed to Er'ril. “It must be the Weirgate.”

He nodded.

(AMESLLEMENS

“And the children... Ebon’ stone dways craves blood.” Elenaaed with the thought. All those sacrifices.

Kedagpokeup. “Thatisall | know. | have aboat waiting to rake me back to Alcazar. The dagger must
be returned to Master

Bdgan.
“Anditwill be,” Elenasaid, turning back to her.
Kedasat up straighten“You'll let me free?’

“Yes, but I'll send you back to Alcazar more swiftly than any boat or horse can carry you. Tomorrow
morning, one of the dv’in wind-shipsis set to fly to the Southern Wastes, to seek out and destroy the
very beast that plagues your people.”

Keda seyesgrew wide.

“For your freedom, | ask that you swear anew oath to me: to lead this ship to Alcazar and let usaid your
guild in ridding your people of this curse. Can you promise me this?’

Kedabowed her head. “I can only promiseto lead the way to Alcazar. | cannot spesk for Master
Belgan. He must decidefor the guild.”

“Fair enough.” Elenanodded to Joach. “ Free her and take her to the Eagle’ s Fury. Introduce her to
Prince Richald and et him know my wishes. Er’ril and | will join him later to go over the plansin detail.”

Joach hurriedly untied Keda s bonds. She stood, rubbing her wrists. But when Kedareached for the
dagger at hisbelt, Joach twisted away. “1 think I’ keep thisfor now,” he said. “For safekeeping. It
seemsthere are many thievesin thiscastle” He stared hard into Keda s eyes.

The girl’s cheeks reddened at his accusation. “I’m sorry for lying to you, Lord Joach.”
“lamnotalord,” hesaidinatired voice. “I wish you' d quit caling methat.”
“Then quit callingmeathief” Kedacountered, swinging away.

“Fine, you're an assassin. That's so much better.” Joach rolled his eyes and crossed to Elena, pulling her
asde. “El, | have arequest of you.”

“What isit?’

He clutched the dagger’ s hilt. “I"d like to go with the Eagle’ s Fury on thisjourney.”

“What? Why?'

Joach glanced amoment back at Keda. “ Since | rescued the knife, | think | should sill watch over it.”
“Why?'

Now it was Joach’ sturn to redden. “It’ sjust that... Well, | mean... | don’t think itsjust coincidence that



the dagger should fall into my hands.” Joach sighed in exasperation. “It’ shard to explain. | just think |
need to go.”

Elenaremembered making the same vague argument with Er’'ril just afew moments before. It seemed the
fateswere aligning to draw them all gpart, to scatter them across the face of the world. “Y ou are old
enough to make your own decisions, Joach. If you fed thisisapath you must follow, | will not stop you.”

A grin appeared on hisface, and he stepped over and hugged her. “Thanks, El. | knew you' d
understand.”

“Actudly, | don’'t understand,” she said in hisear. “I would rather you stay here.” In her heart, shedid
not want Joach to go, but how could she refuse him when she herself was planning to leave soon? She
returned Joach’ s embrace, wrapping her amstightly around him asif she could hold him forever safe.
But she knew that wasimpossible. “ Just make sure you come back.”

Joach broke their embrace. “Don’t worry. | will.”

Heturned away, but Er'ril grabbed him by the shoulder. “ Joach, | would have aword before you leave.”
Joach’ sbrow crinkled. “What isit?’

Er’ril nodded toward Keda, who waited near the doorway. “Watch her.”

“What?'

“I saw the way you looked at her, the relief in your eyes when shetold her tale. Do not let your heart
cloud your judgment.”

“ | don1 t—”

Er'ril squeezed his shoulder tighter. “Once you thought me a creature of the Dark Lord. Now you accept
this story from a confessed assassin without a second thought. Here could be another trap.”

Joach’ s face crumbled into confusion.

Elenaleaned forward, intending to argue againgt Er'ril’ s suspicions. She sensed no menacein thisgirl,
only honest fear for her people. But Elena held her tongue, withdrawing dightly. Perhgps smple caution
was warranted.

.MEIN

loach glanced toward Elenaand saw the agreement in her eyes. u Sghed, and hisface hardened. “1 will
be wary—both in heart i tion.” With those words, he backed away, gave afind nod irard Er'ril and
Elena, then crossed to Kedla and departed. Elenawatched them leave, her chest aready aching for her
brother.

Only Er'ril remained in the room. He stepped beside her, reading her heart. “It is not easy seeing
someone you love waking willingly into danger, isit?’ hesad quitly.

She leaned into Er’ril, too tired and pained for words.

Leagues away, in a cave hidden deep within the Stone Forest of the northern coast, alonefigure
crouched over ashalow hole dug into the granite floor. Intoning words of power, he dowly poured
quickslver from abowl into the hole, filling the cavity to itsrim. In the meager light cast by the clouded
skies outside the cave, the surface of the quicksilver pool shonelike amirror, reflecting the hooded



figure sface,

Scowling and squinting with milky eyes, the figure bent closer and studied his own reflection. A crooked
finger rose to trace the ancient ruin of aface. He pulled back his hood to revea ascap bareof dl but a
few gray hairs. “Soon...” he mumbled.

A scrape at the cave sthreshold drew his attention. Silhouetted against the light stood the thick form of
his servant. The creature stood no higher than hiswaist but was dl gnarled bone and muscle. It wasa
stump gnome, one of the few creatures that could live for long in the poisoned forest outside. A smple
twining spell had tied itswill to his.

‘Come closer, Rukh,” he ordered sharply.

It grunted. Gnomes had little more intelligence than atrained hog, but they were strong and
sngle-minded. It shambled into the cave. Closer now, itsfacewasadso smilar toapig's. It was asif
someone had smashed its muzzle with a club. Under eyesthe size of polished black pebbles, itsface was
al flattened nose. Two peaked ears sprouted like afterthoughts on either side of itsleathery skull. Do you
have what | asked?"

Rukh forced histhick tongue to form words, fangs glinting yellow and rotted. “Y es, M-master
Gr-greshym.”

The stink of the beast reached the darkmage in the close quarters. ‘t a barn of wet goats, Greshym
thought, wrinkling his nose a the stench. “ Then leaveit and be gone!” he snapped.

With the heave of athick shoulder, Rukh tossed his dead quarry at his master’ sfeet. The doe' s neck lay
twisted the wrong way, recently strangled by the hard hands of the ssump gnome. Greshym nodded his
gpprova. His servant must have traveled far to find such an untainted animal.

Rukh backed from the cave, dather drooling from hisjowls a the scent of the abandoned meat. Greshym
could only imagine the torture it must have been for the stupid creature to resist tearing into the doe.
Slipping free along dagger with arose-carved hilt, Greshym set about the task of removing the doe's
heart. By the time he was done, his robed arms were drenched in blood. He heaved the warm organ
from the defiled chest and waved the stump of his other hand for Rukh to clear away the rest. Greshym
had what he needed.

The gnome dashed into the cave; his claws quickly sank into the flesh. Rukh dragged his prize away.
“G-good mest,” he rumbled.

Greshym ignored the sounds of snapping bones and feasting from outside the cavern. He turned back to
the pool of quickslver.

Raising the do€' s heart, he carefully drizzled the blood across the quicksiIver pool. The blood spreed,
blurring the silvery reflection. Once done, he touched the pool with afinger and spoke asingleword, a
name. “ Shorkan.”

The blur upon the pool swirled, and an image formed, awindow on another place. He watched the silent
tableau. Within the pool, the view of awhite-robed man appeared. He stood on the shore of ablack
sand beach and stared to the south. Shorkan’ s lips moved, but no sound was heard. In the background
rose the volcanic cone of Blackhal, cored and hollowed into a thousand-room warren. Beneathit,
Greshym knew, lay the dungeons and creche of the Dark Lord himsdlf, while above, ablack smudge

rose from the cone to stain the sky with a perpetua plume. It was not just volcanic forces that created the
stream of smoke and ash, but also the poisonous forges at the heart of the mountain, furnaces of dark



meagick.

Shifting, Greshym glanced back out of the cave. Even from here, though leagues from the sea, he spotted
the black plume on the horizon. Winds from the south continualy blew the smoke and ash over this
forest, making it all but unlivable except for the poisoned crea-

o had migrated here to skulk in its shadows, like his servant kh But thisland had not always been like
this. Long ago, before

, wlCanic cone had first erupted, this had been aliving forest. But
| o turous, fiery birth of Blackhall had blasted the landscape with
»canct S, petrifying the entirewoodlandsin asingle night and killing dl withinit.

Greshym had chosen this place to hide because of the resdua magick that fell with the ash from
Blackhdl’ s plume. It had helped resuscitate the darkmage after his battles amoon ago. Wesk and
drained, he had limped and crawled into this toxic bower. For days, he had wandered through the forest,
near blind, near dead, absorbing the trace magicks cast off from Blackhall, regaining his strength.

Findly, he wasready to leave this exile—and exact hisrevenge.

In the quicksilver pool, theimage of hisfelow darkmage suddenly turned from his study of the coastline
to peer directly back at Greshym. Cringing, Greshym waved a hand and wiped away theimage. That had
been too close. Shorkan must have sensed his spying and had dmost caught him. But at least Greshym
knew where one of hisenemieslay—at Blackhall.

“So, Shorkan, you're il licking your wounds,” Greshym whispered with grim satisfaction. Greshym had
noted the black burns and pale healing flesh that marked the once handsome face of Shorkan. It seemed
even the Dark Lord' s pet had not escaped unscathed from the battles of A’loa Glen.

“Good...” Greshym dlowed asmileto form on hislips. For too long, Shorkan had mocked him with his
handsome, youthful face. Though both had been granted eternd life by an ancient spell, something had
gonewrong for Greshym. While Shorkan never aged, Greshym’ sflesh had continued to wrinkle and
decay like any man’'s; only deeth was kept from him. He smiled wider, adry cackle flowing from histhin
throat. Now Shorkan knows what it’ s like to be disfigured!

Retrieving the do€ s heart, Greshym again cast his spell. Thistime he dipped hisfinger into the quicksiiver
and spoke another name. “Elena.”

The blood blurred again, and anew image formed. Greshym crinkled his brows, momentarily confused
by the view. The fiery-haired wit’ ch stood at therails of amighty ship; three masts towered behind her.
But the seas were nowhere to be found. Then Greshym redlized she must be aboard one of the elv'in
windships. He noted the position of the sun. The ship was heading away from the setting sun. East?
Away from Alasea? A single tear rolled down the woman's cheek as she stood at the stern of the boat.
He smiled again. Was shetrying to flee? Leaving Alasea?

He adjusted the mirror’ sview. Far away, past the peaks and spires of theidand city, two other

windships sailed for the far horizons— one north, one south. Greshym noted how the wit’ ch seemed to
be staring at the ship fleeing southward. He watched as her lips moved. Though no sound came, he knew
whaose name she formed: Joachl

Greshym'sfigt clenched. The brother of the wit’ ch! The cursed boy who had thwarted Greshym twice,



even destroying his staff in their last confrontation. So brother and sister are separating, he thought as
he studied the mirror closer. Trying to escape the backlash of the Gul’ gotha.

Leaning over hispool of quickslver, Greshym stared at the tiny windship retreating south. He followed its
path as the magick faded, and the image dissolved back into ablur of blood. After severa bresaths,
Greshym leaned back. He could try the spell athird time and find out more of Joach’s exact destination,
but he dared not risk draining more of his energy in such spying. Not when he had yet another complex
spdll to cadt.

Standing with acreak and crack of old bones, Greshym reached to the wall of the cave and retrieved his
new staff. Helifted the weagpon. Mined from the heart of one of the poisoned stone trees of the forest
here, it was grained like an ash tree, but it was no longer wood. He ran his hands over its stone surface,
impregnated from centuries of toxic ash and magicka wagte. His fingerstingled with the touch. Bound
with spells, the stone of the staff was aslight as oak. In many ways, this new staff was superior to his
ancient poi’wood one. Perhaps he should thank Joach for ridding him of the origina.

He crossed to the threshold of the cave and into the hazy light. “To my side, Rukh.”

The stump gnome pulled his bloody mouth from the deer carcass. He wiped hislipswith the back of one
wrist and glanced longingly at the half-esten remains. Hunger marked his posture and expression, but he
knew better than to disobey his master. Rukh shambled over.

With his staff, Greshym dragged acircle around the both of them.
(AMESULIMIKS

One more spell to cast. Helet hislids droop lower and spoke the portal spell. Under both their feet, the
ground turned as black as oil. Greshym ignored the gnome' sterror and glanced to the south. He squinted
asif peering far away. Then, satisfied, he nodded and lifted his staff. He tapped it once. A black portal
opened a ther feet, and both gnome and mage fell away.

As Greshym vanished, only one desire burned in hismind:

vengeance.

In the murk of predawn, Mycelle knelt by theriver, bloody and sore. Her gelding, Grisson, kept to her
sde, hisflanks heaving, sweat thick on his golden coat from their long, hurried flight. He bent to drink
from theriver, but Mycelle yanked at hislead. She did not want her tired horse to stove up from drinking
the stream’ s cold water when he was so overheated. With the camp till leagues away, she could not risk
compromising her mount.

Cocking her head, she listened for sounds of pursuit. Somewhere deeper in the dark wood, ahorn
sounded. Shesighed inrelief. It wasfar off to the north still. As she stood, the snap of atwig on her left
twirled her around, her twin swords unsheethed in silent pulls. With her stedl glinting in the reflected
moonlight from the river, she stood steedy.

Then from beyond afringe of an elderberry bush, apair of amber eyes glowed back at her. Images
flashed across her mind' seye: Two tired wolves greeting one another on a trail, noses touching, a
lictonanear.

“Thank the Sweet Mother,” she said, sheathing her swords. She recognized thisfamiliar touch on her
mind and returned the welcome in the silent tongue of the 3’ lura. Greetings, Fardale.



Asanswer, adeek figure flowed through the bushes, so silent that not even aleaf whispered. The snap of
atwig amoment ago had been done on purpose, to dert her of the newcomer’ s presence.

The huge treewalf, though free of the bushes now, till remained inditinct in the gloom of theforest’s
eaves. Hisdark pelt, speckled in golds and coppers, blended with the dappled shadows, seeming more
spirit than substance. But his bright eyes were as hard as granite. She and Fardale had been lucky to
survivethisnight.

“I had thought you lost for sure when we were attacked,” My-cdlle said.

Fardale glanced at her and gave her awolfish shrug, retreating to the river’ sedgeto lap gently at the
water. But he no more than wet histongue—even he knew better than to drink after along run. The wolf
settled to his haunches, ears pricked for sounds echoing over the water.

“They'refar off,” Mycdlesaid. “I think we lost them.” Fardale glanced her way, making eye contact so
he could speak. Images formed:/! brutish, bruised-s tinned beast snuffling along a woodland trail .
Fardaewasright. The hunt for them would continue. Their best chance wasto reach their camp below
the Stone of Tor and seek another path to Castle Mryl. The woods ahead were too dangerous.

Three nights ago, she and Fardale had | &ft the others to scout the territory north of the Ice River, but they
had run afoul of atroop of d' warf raiders. The two had barely escaped with their lives. It was only luck
that the raiders had borne none of the Grim among their party. If the twisted creatures of the Dire Fell
had been among them, neither wolf nor rider would have escaped.

For the past moon, Lord Tyrus had set them a hard pace north through the forests of the Western
Reaches, camping at last by the Stone of Tor, a pinnacle marking where the Ice River joined the
Willowrush. According to reports from the trappers and hunters, the forests north of the Ice River were
no longer safe for man or beast. Tales were whispered around campfires, of strange lightsthat baffled
and led the unwary to their deaths, of keening wails that drove strong men to their knees with fear, of
trees found twisted and gnarled, asif tortured to degth.

Mycelle and Tyrus both knew what these portents suggested. The Grim wraiths from the northern forest
of the Dire Fell had truly spread into the Western Reaches. If |eft unchecked, the entire length and
breadth of the mighty forest would be corrupted by their touch. Even now, Mycelletightened afist. She
would not |et that happen. But their only hope lay in reaching Castle Mryl and repairing the damaged
Northwall, restoring the barrier between the diseased Dire pell and the expanse of virgin woodlands.
Mycelle stared back over the flow of the Ice River, toward the dark forest beyond. Another path must
be found to the castle.

Suddenly Fardale was at her side, gppearing asif from mist. A low growl rumbled at the back of his
throat—awarning.

Mycelle did not wait. She swung out her swords from the crossed scabbards on her back. “What isit,
Fardde?’ she hissed. The wolf’ s senses were keener than hers.

At her forearm, shefdt agtirring and the dide of scale on flesh. Sherisked aglance. A tiny
rainbow-colored snake lay wrapped around her arm. It squirmed in adow dance around its perch. Even
the paka golo, the healing snake of Mama Freda, sensed something was amiss.

Myecelle concentrated on the forest. Fardale stood tensed at her side, hackles raised and wary.

They did not wait long. A rising wind soughed through the forest’ s eaves. L eaves shook overhead, and a
flurry of dry pine needles skittered in small whirlwinds. But it was another sound, ahollow moaning, that



ate through flesh and bone. Mycell€ s swords shook in her grip. It was no natural wind that moved
through the forest toward them.

“Hee!” Mycdleydled, giving up any pretense of hiding. “Make for camp

!“
Fardale hesitated, but Mycelle svung up onto Grisson. “Flight is our only hope!”
Already the moaning rosein pitch to apiercing cry.

‘A Grimwraith!* Mycelle screamed above the growing wail. ”Hee! They cannot be fought!* Mycelle
tugged Grisson around. The horse’ s eyesrolled white with fright. Froth spattered from around his bit.
Mycdlle dug her hedsinto him, but the gelding only trembled, too terrified to move. She struck Grisson's
rump with the flat of her hand; il the horse only cowered.

Fardale, who had sped severa paces away, turned back toward where Mycelle struggled with Grisson.
Images flickered rapidly be-rore her mind’ seye: A deer freezing at the appearance of a wolf. A
human falling to all fours and changing into a snowy-maned wolf and racing away.

Mycelle groaned and kicked a her mount again, but the horse only tossed its head and whinnied its
terror. Fardae wasright. Gris-son was dready lost to the cry of the wraith. She did from the saddle. Her
only hope wasflight. But how could she?

She turned to touch Grisson’s nose, to will her mount back to calmness, but teeth snapped at her fingers.
Her horse was too mad with fear to know better. There was no hope. Mycelle reached toward her
saddlebags, but alow growl from Fardale warned her away.

She pulled her hand back. What was she thinking? She had taken human form for too long, become too
grounded into their way of thinking. From here, she could carry neither bag nor sword. She swung back
to the treewalf. “Run,” she said and willed the change.

Benesth her lesthers and undergarments, flesh melted and flowed, bones twisted and bowed. Shrugging
and writhing out of her human clothes, shefell to her hands and knees. With afind prickling tremor,
snowy fur burst forth from her skin, claws sprouted, and along narrow snout stretched to sampletheair.
New eyes opened on aworld much brighter. She sniffed the air and discovered paths unseen, marked in
spoor and musk.

Tufted ears pricked at the wail of the Grim wraith. It was amost upon them. Mycelle glanced onelast
time at Grisson, then at the pile of shed clothes with the crossed scabbards resting atop it. Shefelt adeep
sense of loss, asif she was abandoning apart of herself, but now was not the time to mourn. All she
could carry was the small snake nestled in the fur of her fordlimb. The paka golo was oneitem she must
never lose. It had helped resurrect her in Port Rawl, and now its magicka bite was sill necessary to
sudtain her.

Turning on a paw, she flashed past Fardae and dashed away. He joined her, two shadows fleeing, now
just two wolves of the wood.

Behind them, a sudden scream of terror rose from Grisson, the cry unlike any Mycdlle had heard from a
horse before. She glanced back in time to see adark shape sweep over her loya mount. It was asif a
shredded piece of shadow had torn loose from the world and attacked Grisson.

Mycell€' s keen nose caught the coppery scent of the horse’ s panic. She dowed her pace, turning
dightly. Flee, shewilled Grisson.



Whether hearing her or merdly finally sensing the true peril, Grisson broke for the cover of the wood. But
as the horse brushed under the limbs of ablack pine, the shadowy wraith flew through the sametree's
branches, and atangle of roots suddenly shot up and snagged the horse’ slimbs. Grisson squedled again,
acry of death and defest.

The wraith descended on itstrapped prey. Asit draped over its meal, the nearby trunk of the black pine
twisted; overhead, its branches scrabbled and writhed into torturous tangles. It was asmuch aprey as
the horse. Asthe Grim wraith fed, life drained from both wood and flesh. Green pine needles yellowed
and showered down; the flesh of her mount sank to bone. It was asif their very essenceswere being
sucked away. Soon al that would be |eft was a pile of bones under atwisted grave marker. That was al
the Grim ever left behind.

Mycelle swung around as her horse' s cries grew strangled. She could delay no further. They had best be
far away before the forest wraith finished its mea and sought more nourishment. No one knew how to
defeat awraith. 1t was rumored they could be held off with silver, but such clamswere just myth. At
Castle Mryl, she had been taught that the only guard againgt the Grim was continud vigilance. Their
deathly moans always preceded an attack. A keen ear and a swift retreat were the best defense.

Acknowledging this adage, she raced after Fardae, following his scent as surdly asawell-marked trail.
For the better part of the long night, the two wolves fled through the forest, splashing aong brooks and
sreamsto confound any trackers, congtantly dert for thetdltdewail of a Grim wraith. But the night
remained quiet, dmost hushed.

They stopped only to feed briefly on the seaming remains of asmal hare caught by Fardale. To her
wolfish tongue, the blood and raw mest tasted like the finest wine and roasted loin. Despite the terror and
hardship of the long night, Mycelle could not suppress atremble of exhilaration. It had been so long Since
she had run free and sampled lifein anew form.

Fardae must have sensed her dation. His eyes shone at her over the bloody remains. Animage
formed:” lone wolf, tired and pad-sore, rejoining its pac't after a long night’s hunt.

She growled her assent. It was like coming home again.

With the small bones eaten and the pelt buried in ahole to hide the scent of their medl, the pair took off
once again, ready for the last leg of their journey back to camp. The leagues seemed to disappear under
her paws. She and Fardal e settled into a pace both swift and steady. Mycelle thought she could run like
thisforever.

WIT CHUATE

Stll, asthe sun findly rose over the distant mountains to the east, the glow of dawn found Mycelle
beginning to ssumble and trip. Her inexhaustible energy seemed finaly to be waning. Even Fardale moved
with adight limp, histonguelolling as he panted away the heet of their night-long run.

At lagt, ahead, a pinnacle of granite rose from the wood, piercing the canopy of treesto thrust up at the
sky. Morning sunlight had aready reached its highest rampartsto glow brightly and announce the
approaching day. It wasthe Stone of Tor.

Delighted at the sight of their detination, both wolves found renewed strength to race the last distance to
the camp. So excited were they to return to the others that neither noticed the acrid reek to the air until
they were only afew pacesfrom the clearing.

Fardae pulled to astop. Mycelle crept beside him. Her ears were pricked for any noise from the camp



ahead. She heard nothing. Even if the camp was still adegp, she should hear some sign of life. She dinked
forward, Fardade beside her. What was that smell in the air? She cautioudy pushed her face through the
last of the underbrush to view the camp and tensed at the sight that awaited them.

Ahead, the camp lay in ruins, tents and bedding shredded, horses dead in fetid pools of blood. A flock of
carrion birds raised bloody beaks at her approach. A few angry squawkstried to drive her away, but
Mycelle ignored them. She worked her way forward.

With the Stone of Tor looming to the east, the camp remained in shadow. Amid the gloom, Mycelleand
Fardae searched for signs of the living. Had anyone escaped this attack? She came upon an ax with a
short handle. It was dick with blood. She nosed it. The scent of d’ warf ill lay heavy uponit.

Straightening, shewilled her body to change. If she wasto investigate further, she would need hands.
Though it was astrain to shift twicein one day, she forced her flesh to melt and the snowy fur to retreat
away. She rose from a crouch and stretched back into her familiar form. Naked of both fur and clothing,
she noticed the morning chill to the air. She wrapped her arms around herself for warmth. * Search for
any sgnsof the others,” she ordered Fardde. With awhip of histail, the wolf sped off. Mycelle watched
him amoment, with atwinge of worry. His sendings had grown coarser

A lessfrequent. Farddle grew closeto losing himsdf to thewolf, as dready beginning to settleinto this
form. If the cursewasn't if d soon, the wolf would claim him forever.

As she continued into the camp, these worries were overwhelmed
, re NOrTOr @ hand. Past the remains of a dappled mare, she found
h body of one of the Dro warriors who had guarded Lord Tyrus.

Thewoman's blond braids were fouled with blood and mud. Shelay her Side, her bowels draped across
the ground from asavage rip in her belly- Mycelle stepped farther into camp and discovered the other
two Dro warriors, sstersto thefirst. Each had died horribly.

As she searched, she discovered no sign of any of the others: Lord Tyrus, Kral, Mogweed, Nee' lahn.
Frowning, Mycelle returned to one of the Dro women.

Praying for all their spirits, Mycdlle stripped one and donned her leathers, fixing anew set of crossed
scabbards to her back. Though exhausted, she did manage to adjust her form enough to fit the new
garments. “1 will avengeyou,” she promised as she did the two swords into place.

Fardae had wandered farther to the west. A growling drew My-cell€' s attention. She crossed to the
wolf’ssde.

Even without the keener wolf’ s senses, she noticed the acrid reek grew stronger as she approached
Fardde. Before the wolf, an area of the clearing’ s floor had been blackened and burned in a perfect
circle. She kndt and fingered the region. Even the dirt had been blasted to form aglassy crust.

With aheavy heart, she stood and surveyed the ruins of the camp. Where were the others? What had
happened here? As she stood, the sun findly broke around the looming pinnacle of rock. The ravaged
camp became bathed in the new dawn’ slight. Mycelle began to turn away, but her gaze was caught by a
sharp glint in the blasted circle. Frowning, she stepped cautioudy into thering. The forest floor was
deeply burned; it waslike walking on granite. She crossed to the source of the reflection and knelt on
one knee.

Leaning closer, she discovered asiver coin. Shetried to pick it up, but it wasimbedded in the blasted



surface. She had to tug hard to yank it free.

Standing, she studied the coin, flipping it back and forth in her fingers. On one side was stamped a
familiar face, old King Ry, father ww 11 <; H HATE

to Prince Tyrus. And on the other wasthe sigil of their family—asnow leopard, crouched to strike.
Clutching the silver piece, she studied the burned circle. Lord Tyrus could not have survived.

Fardae sank to his haunches beside her. Images-flashed at her. He had discovered no sign of the others
inthe camp.

She shoved the coin into a pocket. “Then we will find them.”

Bound tight, Mogweed lay dumped on his sde in the wagon, feigning deep. Each bump of the wagon's
wheedls as they passed aong the old rutted forest track jarred his spine. He had to bite back agasp asthe
wagon popped over an exceptionally large root. Mogweed flew severa handspans above the buckboard
and landed with athud. He heard a groan to hisleft and carefully moved his neck to view the largeform
of the mountain man, Krai, who lay behind him.

In the dawn’ slight piercing through the tiny barred window of the enclosed wagon, Mogweed could just
make out Krai’ sthick black beard, till damp with blood. He prayed the larger man remained
unconscious, fearing further abuse from the d' warf guardsif Krai should try to free himsalf. Mogweed
glanced surreptitioudy around the cramped space. Only the four of them remained. They weretoo few to
fight the score of armored d’ warvesthat still marched outside the enclosed wagon.

If only I had remained awa’te at my post... Mogweed thought with atwinge of guilt. Then hebit hislip
inanger. No! Hewould not accept blame for this. Even if he had been awake and could have derted the
camp intime, they al would surely have been caught anyway. There was no safe path through the forests
north of the Stone. He had begged them al repeatedly to abandon thisjourney to Castle Mryl, but none
had listened. It was their own fault they had been captured.

| should have left when | had the chance, he thought sourly. But in his heart, he knew such an option
was not ared one. He tugged hisarms and tested the ropes for the thousandth time. His efforts only
succeeded in tightening the knots further. In truth, he was bound to these others as surely as these ropes
bound him now—bound by awhisper of hope.

Lord Tyrus, former pirate and prince of Mryl, had lured him and j-,is brother with words of prophecy, a
chanceto finaly free themselves of the curse that trapped the two shape-shifting twinsinto ,heir current
forms, man and wolf. The prince’ s words echoed to hirn now: Two will come frozen; one will leave
whole.

Now even thisthin hope was vanquished. With Fardale lost in the deep wood somewhere, how could
their curse ever belifted?

Mogweed rolled over as the wagon hit another stubborn root. Helay on his other sde now, staring at the
proneform of Lord Tyrus. The man showed no signs of life. Helay aslimp asadead ed, head lolling
with the wagon’ s maotion, blood dribbling from both nose and mouth. From here, Mogweed could not tell
if the man gtill breathed. But what did it matter? For dl their fighting and swordplay, what had it won
them? The three Dro women dain and the others beaten to within alife s breath. Foolish men. During the
melee, Mogweed had remained hidden. Once the fighting had passed him, he had crawled to one of the
women' s corpses and smeared his brow with her cooling blood, then lay sprawled at her side, pretending
to be knocked out.



AsMogweed recaled his subterfuge, he becamelogt in the memory of screaming horses and the grunting
barks of the d warf raiders. Whilefeigning injury, Mogweed had watched between narrowed eyelids as
Lord Tyrus, shielded by the last of his Dro bodyguards, had defended himsalf with aflashing blur of his
ancient family sword. It was adance of death that none who neared had survived.

Farther back in the camp, the mountain man had attacked the d warves with ax and teeth. Even now, a
chill ran down Mogweed' s back at thismemory. It was asif Krai had become more beast than warrior.
But no one could question hisresults. D’ warves had died dl around the large man.

For that single moment, Mogweed had entertained thoughts of their victory—»but even the strongest bear
iseventudly brought down by enough wolves.

Krai fdl first, svamped by six massve d warves. On the other side, Lord Tyrus continued his bloody
dance. He seemed to grow more invincible with the loss of Kral, sustaining not even ascraich ashis
bodyguards died around him. Hope of victory gill burned in the strength of the prince’ s stedl.

Then athunderous crack split the night, and a monstrous shadow appeared behind Tyrus. Though the
clearing waslit only by a sngle campfire, Mogweed had no trouble making out the shape of the new
attacker.

Darker than oiled pitch, it stood out starkly in the gloom. Towering on clawed hind limbs, its shape was
that of athick-maned cat. But the spread of wingsto either sde of its muscled shoulders belied this
image

Tyrusnamed it at that moment. “The griffin!” he yeled. In horror, Mogweed buried hisface in the mud.
During their trek north to the Stone, refugees fleeing to the south had told rumors of such amongter: a

beast o repellent that the mere sight of it could kill aman. Taking no chances, Mogweed squeezed his
eyestightly closed. Hislast view was of Lord Tyrus backing away, asiver coin faling fromthe prince s

fingers

Then aroar shattered through the clearing, so loud it seemed to suck at Mogweed' s mind, trying to draw
hiswill away. For abrief moment, Mogweed passed out in truth, overwhelmed by the griffin’s scream.
When next he became aware, the camp was assilent asatomb. A peek revealed the griffin gone and
Lord Tyrus sprawled and bloodied in acircle of burned soil.

Around the camp, the remaining d' warves had dowly stirred and began to collect the survivors.
Mogweed had had no trouble feigning unconsciousness, hislimbs already weak and bonelessfrom fear.
Tossed into the enclosed wagon like asack of oats, Mogweed had kept hiswits about him. Through
datsin thewagon’ swalls, he had watched which way they were being taken: north, the very direction
they had sought themsdlves.

Even now, the flash of bright leaves through the dats was beginning to change to the darker needles of
black pines asthey entered the northernmost fringes of the Western Reaches. Mogweed estimated them
only aday’ sjourney from the Northwall itsdlf.

Suddenly the wagon struck another rut in the road, jarring M ogweed back around. From out of the
wagon’ sgloom, hefound apair of eyes staring back, studying him. They seemed amost to glow inthe
meeger light cast through the smal opening.

It was the fourth and last member of the camp to survive the attack. Like Mogweed, she had neither
fought nor offered resstance. In thefiltered sunlight, the honey-colored hair of the dender figure shone
brightly. Mogweed whispered her name. “Ne€ lahn?’



He expected no answer. Since they had discovered the nypha woman amost amoon ago at the edge of
the Western Reaches, she had not spoken a single word. Questions were ignored, conversations

shunned. She hovered at the periphery of the camp, often wandering the forest paths alone, eyes dreamy
and lost. The other members of the party tolerated her, but her behavior was much debated—as was her

purposein joining them.

Mogweed, Fardale, and Krai had dl witnessed her death in the foothills of the Teeth, victim to an
ill’guard mongter. In private, they wondered if this silent figure was their dead companion reborn or
smply sometrick of forest magick. How could it truly be Ne€' lahn? It wasimpossible,

“Fear not, Mogweed. Itisl.”

The words were spoken plainly, but Mogweed gasped in shock. After so long, the ghost in their midst
had finally spoken. He shoved away from her. “H-how could... | saw you... The spider cresturekilled
y(],l!”

Nee' lahn interrupted his babble. “ Do not be deceived, Mogweed. | am not human, any more than you
are. | am nyphai, a creature of root and loam. This body is mere dust and water given life by my bonded
koa kona spirit. Though the shoot might be trampled, aslong astheroot lives, | cannot die.”

Mogweed struggled for sense. “B-but then why wait so long to be reborn?’

“Itisnot an easy trangtion. | needed the strength of this mighty forest. The treesong of the Western
Reaches was necessary to revive me. After my old body was destroyed, Elena blessed my grave with an
old oak’s seed.”

Mogweed nodded, remembering the black acorn he had given Elena.

“I sent my spirit into thistiny seed, hiding ingdeit until | could grow strong enough to move. In spirit
form, | brought the seed to your brother, hoping you d eventualy return to your homeland, to these gresat
woodlands. Only here was the el emental magick of root and loam strong enough to pull me from the seed
and give me substance and form again.”

Why have you not explained this earlier? Why have you remained so silent?”

“It has taken me until now to draw my spirit fully into this new form. After an entirewinter in spirit only, |
found it difficult to separate from the treesong al around me. It took al my concentration to withdraw
mysdlf from the endless music of the forest. But when the monster gppeared and attacked this man—"
She pointed to Lord Tyrus. “—it ripped the treesong for leagues around. It jolted my spirit fully back into
this body, finaly making me whole again.” Mogweed dumped againg the wagon’swadl. “ A small blessing
there. Y ou' rewhole again, just in time to be tortured and killed by our captors.”

“Perhaps. But | have sent out acall—apleafor help. | saw aglimmer of another place: sailsand sea.
Andthedv’in Meric... He dill retains my lute, protecting the heart of my spirit tree. Aslong asthe lute
remains, thereishope.”

“For you, maybe. If | die, | don't come back.” Nee'lahn didn’t seem to hear hiswords. She continued,
eyes adrift, “ The trees of the forest whisper of the winged black beast that attacked the camp. It livesina
stone gateway somewhere near the Northwall. | even hear whispers of atwin evil far to the south,
another black beast near the Southwall. The trees scream from its mere presence.” Nee' lahn’ s eyes
focused on Mogweed. “ These Gates must be destroyed.”

“Why?" Mogweed asked tiredly.



Nee lahn glanced away. “I-I'm not sure. But they threaten the very Land itself. They have the power to
choke the world.”

Mogweed shivered at her words. “What can we hope to do?’

Nee' |ahn seemed to withdraw into herself again. “ Thereis only one hope.”
“What isthat?’

“TheGrim of Dire Fdl.”

Mogweed sat up straighten “ The blood wraiths? The shadow spirits of that black, twisted forest? Are
you mad? How can those savage creatures be of help?’

“I mugt convince them.”
“Why? How? They servethe Dark Lord.”

Nee'lahn shook her head. “No. They are wild creatures whose lusts merdly aid the Black Heart’ s needs.
No one controls the Grim wraiths.”

“Then what hope do you have of enligting them?’
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grew quiet for along stretch. “They will listento me.” shefindly said, pain clear in her words.

Mogweed was not satisfied with this answer. “Why?’

“Becausethe Land isacrud mistress’ was al she whispered back.

I't"e' lahn turned her back on him, ending their discourse, as Slent again as when they had first found her.

Near midday, Mycelle stood beside the three mounds of freshly turned soil. She leaned on the spade
with which she had dug thetrio of craves. The ruined camp was not a safe place to tarry—already
vultures circled overhead, caling dl to the feast that lay below. Other predators would soon gather.
Mycelle could not leave her three sword-ssters to the ravages of fang and claw. She shared an oath with
them.

Myecelle sared as the sun began its decline toward the western horizon. She gill had timeto be well away
from here before night set in. Tossing the shovel away, she sank to one knee before the graves. The odor
of fresh loam amost masked the reek of offa and blood from the daughtered horses around her. She
bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Sisters. Be at peace. Go and seek out your lord, King Ry. Tel him | will
avenge the death of hisson.”

Tearswelled in her eyes. She had failed her oaths a second time. First, in not hearing the call when Castle
Mryl had been under attack, and now in leading the last prince of the Wall to his desth.

She reached into a pocket of her borrowed leathers and dipped free the silver coin. Theimage of the
snow leopard seemed to glare out at her. She clenched the coin firmly. “1 will hunt down your killersand
burn their corpses so the scent of my revengewill reach you al. This| swear.”

Then atingle at the back of her mind derted her to another’ s presence. She turned to discover Fardale
standing at the forest’ s edge. She had sent him to search for sgns of the attackers while she had dug the
graves. His eyes glowed like molten amber. An image appeared of aforest track only a quarter league



away, and apair of rresh wagon ruts driving northward. Fardal€’ simagery focused on the deepness of
the whed’ simprintsin the damp soil. The wagon was heavily laden—with prisoners, perhaps.

Had any of the others survived? She dlowed hersdf aglimmer of hope.
A new image ended Fardal€ s sending: Two wolves—one snowy, one dark—-following the trail .

Mycelle nodded and stood. The attackers had ahalf day’ s lead on them, but the wolves could move
more swiftly through the forest than atroop of d’ warves. But to travel asawolf would leave her naked
and wegponless. She fingered one of the sword hilts at her shoulder. Without blades, how could she
hope to free the others? Still she would not forsake them. If thereis any chance...

“Wemust hurry.” She eyed the coin in her hand and vowed not to fail again. Shelifted the Slver pieceto
her lips and kissed the cold surface, planning to leave the Mryhan coin as agrave marker, atoken of a
promise sworn. But as her lips touched the surface of the coin, the silver grew warm in her hand. The
skin of her arm prickled asif from a sudden chill.

The paka golo stirred from its perch on her forearm, clearly sensing something odd. Thetiny snakelifted
its head and hissed with aflicker of red tongue.

Mycellelowered the bit of Slver and studied it closer. What was this sirangeness?

Asif in answer to her thoughts, words formed in her head, not unlike a sending from one shape-shifter to
another. But here the words were awhisper inthewind. “/ hear you. The sorrow in your heart callsto
me through the coin.”

She glanced around the clearing, then down at the coin. “W-who are you?’

“1 give you my name freely. | am Xin, of the zo'ol. Friend to Tyrus. Share your name so | might
forge thislink more strongly.”

Mycdlle did not understand any of this. She remembered the prince mentioning the black-skinned
tribesmen, ex-daves he had freed. He had hinted a some magick in their leader. In fact, afew days past,
after their group’ sfirgt skirmish with ad’ warf scouting party, Lord Tyrus had sat by the campfire,
clutching this same coin. He had claimed he could send word out to the east, to warn of the danger and
to spread the rumors of the griffin beast. But afterward, he had pocketed the silver with afrown, unsure if
anyone had heard him. “Too far,” he had mumbled, and would speak no more of it.

But apparently someone had heard him. She clenched the coin and spoke her name. “1 am Mycedlle.”

“/ accept your name, Mycelle of the Dro,” the voice responded olemnly. “/ know you well from the
words of others. We come even now to seek y« a«- $P=k where we might find you. Your link ‘s
strong, so you must not be far.”

She frowned. How was that possible? The last time she had seen the zo' ol tribesmen they were leaving
with Tol’ chuk and Meric to find Elena—out in the distant Archipelago, thousands of leagues from here.
“No, | antoofar,” sheanswered. “I am lost degp in the Western Reaches.”

“ This we know. We already fly over the great green sea. Tell uswhere.”
Mycdlle stared up at the sun, her mind awhirl with confusion. “H-how?’
“Meric of the elv'in. We fly his ship of thewind.”



She gasped. “Meric?” A sudden memory of the wounded eV’ in, scarred from battle with aminion of the
Dark Lord, flashed across her vision.

“Heishere,” thevoice continued. “ Tell us how we might find you. | tire quickly and cannot
maintain this link me longer.”

These last words were clearly the truth. The whisper from the coin faded rapidly. Mycelle had to lean
closer and clutch the silver more tightly. She glanced to the east, to thewall of stone that thrust up into the
day’ssky. “The Stone of Tor!” sheyelled, fearing she would not be heard as the coin grew colder in her
pam. “I will meet you atop the Stone of Tor!”

She waited for aresponse, some acknowledgment. But the coin remained silent, cold againin her pam,
just plain slver. She clamped her fingersaround it, trying to will back the magick.

Fardde nosed her figt, sartling her. She glanced down to the wolf, and in the sllent tongue of the s’ lura,
she explained the strange contact.

The wolf’ sresponse was skeptical: A mother wolf nosing a dead pup, trying to wish it backo fe-
“You may beright,” she answered aoud. "I don’t know.*

Sheturned to study the straight peak of granite jutting up past the tallest trees. Its distant heights glowed
in clear sunlight. Acrossthe spread of forest, the protruding stone would be a clear mooring spot. None
could missit. Still, her face remained grim. Had she been heard? And what was coming? What had she
cdled forth from the coin?

Shelifted her fist to her chest. There was only one way to find out. From the camp, athintrail could be
seen winding from the base of the steep peak to its summit, adarker trail against the black stone. “Let’'s
go,” shesad, leading theway. “Let usdiscover if adead man’s coin holds any true magick.”

AsTHE SUN NEARED THE WESTERN HORIZON, MeRIC STOOD AT THE PROW

of the Stormwing. Dressed in aloose linen shirt and billowed leggings, he sensed every current inthe air.
Normally hisslver hair was kept long and loose, free to the winds, connecting the €lv'in even more
intimately to hisskies. But no longer. Meric passed his padm over hisravaged scalp. Though hissilver hair
had grown long enough to comb, hislocks were not long enough to appreciate the breezes, to extend his
connection to the winds.

Helowered his hand. He should not complain. Hisintimate connection with the ship more than
compensated for thisloss. Though Meric had been gone from her planksfor over two winters, the
Stormwing aready felt like an extension of hisown body again. Only an eementd of sufficient strength
had the power to fuel these ships of the clouds and keep them doft. And it was through this elemental
contact that ship and captain became one. As he stood at the prow, Meric sensed every screw and nail
in the ship, felt the snap of sailcloth asif it were hisown shirt. Each creak of the hull reverberated like the
aching jointsof hisown limbs.

Aboard the Sormwing, it was asif he were whole again. The tortures and brutditiesin the cellars of
Shadowbrook dimmed to adistant memory. He could amost imagine such horrors had happened to
someone ese. Here, flying among the clouds, Meric fet immune from the evil in thisland.

But in his heart, he knew such security was asinsubstantia asthe thin clouds they scudded through. Not
even the skieswere safe from the corrupting touch of the Dark Lord. During hisjourneys, Meric had
learned firsthand how the land, the sea, and the sky were dl interconnected. The elementa energies of



the world were an infinite web, overlapping, woven, twisted and tied together. One e ement could not be
tainted without affecting another.
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He had tried to explain this to hismother, Queen Tratal, but he feared such ideas had fallen on infertile
soil. Such were the ways of the v'in. For too long, they had been absent from the lands, thinking
themsalves free of such bonds. Meric knew better. To defeat thisevil would require the unification of al
eementas If left divided, dl would fall.

He would not |et that happen.

Gripping therail firmly, Meric scanned the sea of foliage skimming aquarter league below hishull. Earlier
the zo’ ol shaman, Xin, had brought him word of hislink to Mycdle. Though he didn’t understand it fully,
clearly amessage had been shared. The swords-woman had indicated alocation at which to

rendezvous. the Sone of Tor. Meric and Xin had pored over maps of the Western Reaches and
discovered such aplace, apesak at the confluence of two rivers.

Even now they followed asilver thread through the dense greenery. It was anarrow river, named the
Willowrush, that delved through the heart of the forest. The place where thisflow met the Ice River of the
north wasther destination.

Menc lifted his gaze to the horizon, ingtinctively making dight correctionsto follow theriver’ s course.
Near the horizon, a shadow appeared, asingle black thunder cloud rising above the forest’ s edge.

“Isthat the place?’” avoice said at his shoulder. It was Tok, his eternal shadow. He had forgotten about
thelad Stting on acask of oil nearby.

“I believe s0,” Meric said, histongue thick as he was pulled back from the skiesto the planks of the ship.
Helifted ahand and signded the men in the rigging. Sails were adjusted. “We should be there at dusk.”

“Should | tdl Master Xin?’ Tok hopped from his perch with a scuff of hedl on plank.

Meric felt the movement like an itch on hisown skin. “Yes, herestsin his cabin with histwo tribesmen.”
The brief discourse with Mycelle had drained Xin's energies. When he had brought Meric word, the man
had been weaving on his feet, eyes bloodshot and hooded. “If heis able, the shaman must try to reach
the othersagain.”

Tok gave anod and trotted away. Alone, Meric watched the shadow on the horizon dowly grow
substantia. Limned by the setting sun, the pinnacle of rock was an upthrust finger, its cliffs sheer and
graight. Withdrawing hismagick dightly from the spellcast iron ked, he let the ship sink toward the trees
as they approached the distant peak.

Meric concentrated on the delicate dance of magick and wind. As he did so, hefelt, more than heard, the
approach of the three zo’ ol and Tok.

“They were dready on their way here,” Tok said asintroduction. “But | told ‘em what you wanted.”

Meric turned and nodded his head in greeting. The small black-skinned shaman returned the
acknowledgment. The pale scar on the man’ sforehead, arune of an opening eye, dmost glowed. His
true eyeswere as bright. It seemed his energies had returned. “Were you able to reach Mycelle again?’



Xin shook his head and crossed to the rail. The man’s expression seemed distracted. “No. To speak, she
mugt hold the coinand wishit,” he said dismissivey. “All remainssilent.”

Meric fdt atwinge of misgiving at hiswords. He turned back to the study of the horizon. The Stone of
Tor had grown subgtantialy in just the brief distraction. Meric willed further adjustments before returning
to the others. “Wewill arrive shortly. We d best be ready.”

“It will betoo late.” Xin turned to Meric, hisgazefearful. “| have been afool. Too weak to hear until

“What do you mean?’ Meric' s misgivings flared. The shaman touched the scar on hisforehead. “I sense
other eyes out there. Angry, wicked, twisted minds whose desires shudder the heart.”

Meric frowned. “Where?’

“They ignore us. But they too travel toward thetal stone. | sense them swirling toward the pesk as
quickly aswefly.”

Meric studied the expressionless expanse of forest. He saw nothing but did not doubt the shaman’s
ability to pierce the canopy and sense the fedlings of what lay below. Xin had proven hisabilitiesin the
past. “Will we makeit intime?” Meric asked.

Xin turned to Meric, gaze narrowed with concern. “We must fly faster.”
Meric trusted the zo' ol shaman. “I will try.”

Turning back to therail, Meric sent out awhisper of magick—not to the ship, but to the skiesaround
them. He strove to draw the windsto his sails. But with his attention split between the ship and the skies,
it wasadrain on even hissgnificant skills. Hefdt the
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crackles of blue energies dancing on his skin—or was that the ship’s hull? He became lost somewhere
between.

He gathered the energy trapped in the clouds and stray winds around him, tying them into atighter
weaving. He pulled and drew upon this energy, creating a conduit for power.

Come to me, he thought urgently.

Then, like apush at hisback, he fdt thefirst tug upon his ship. Overhead, the sails dowly stretched,
ropes strained. Fresh winds whistled past his ears, past the hull. Quicker and quicker, the Siorm-wing
surged ahead. Meric adjusted the magick in the ship itself. Like astriking hawk, the ship dove down and
across the forest. He used the weight of the ship to add speed to hissalls.

Vaguely, Meric was aware of the others around him grabbing for handholds, sscumbling under the sudden
flight. Beads of cold sweat formed on Meric’ sforehead as he maintained the winds. “Wh-what do you
sense?’ he spat out between clenched teeth.

“I’m sorry. The shadow creatures move too swiftly.” Doom trembled in the wizen’ svoice. “We are too
late”

Mycelle climbed the last few stepsto the summit of the peak. Exposed atop the pinnacle, she shivered as



the winds seemed to pick up. Ahead, thetrail ended at asmall, carved dtar. Mycelle approached the
sacred site. Though none knew who origindly carved the dtar, the Steitself was till used for rituasto
the Mother on solstices and equinoxes.

At her sde, Fardae sniffed around the altar’ s edges, nosing the strange beasts carved on its stone side.
He nosed one particular beast on the north face of the altar and growled. Mycelle glanced down at the
image. It wasawinged lion with clawed pawsraised. Mycdle frowned. A griffin, just like the rumors
they had been hearing from the refugees. Wasthis some clue?

Mycelle circled the dtar. On its south face was a monstrous rooster with the body of asnake. On the
other two sdes were areptilian bird and some bullish figure with ascorpion’stail. Mycelle turned away.
She had heard nothing of these other beasts, but worry settled coldly in her chest. What did this mean?
Was there some connection?

Unable to answer these mysteries, she crossed to the edge of the summit and turned her attention to the
skiesaround her.

The blue expanse appeared empty of al but afew low clouds and arising mist from the forest. There
was no sign of any ship, flying or otherwise. Standing at the dliff’ sedge, she pulled the silver coin from
her pocket. She clutched it. Had the journey been for naught? Had they wasted half a day pursuing
phantoms? Even now shewondered if it dl had been adream. It did not seem redl.

Suddenly the coin grew warm in her fist again. An urgent voice entered her head. “ They come! Beware
the forest!”

Sheraised the coin, relief mixed with fear. She had not imagined the voice after dl. “Who? Who comes?’
“ Twisted creatures with diseased thoughts. They surround the Stone even now!”

Mycelle glanced back at the dtar and peered over the edge at the woods below. Creatures? She saw
nothing amiss. “We' redready a the summit,” shesaid. “1 don’'t see anything.” “ They are there. But we
come swiftly.” Shelifted her eyesto the heavens. Still she saw nothing. “ To the east,” the voice urged,
asif senang her desire to seethe ship. “ Above the Willowrush.”

Mycdle swung dightly around. She squinted her eyes. Nothing. Then the barest glint of sunlight reflected
off something hanging above the trees near the horizon. As she watched, it dowly grew in sze. She could
just make out aflurry of sails. She stared in wonder. A flying ship! Could it be?

Fardale whined at her side. He must have spotted the sirange vessdl, too. She glanced briefly down to
her fellow s’ luran, but the wolf’ s keen eyes were not on the skies. Fardae studied the darkening woods
below. Though the peak’ s height was aglow as the sun s, the forest below was dready lost in dusk and
mig.

Mycellefollowed the path of hisgaze. “What isit, Fardae?’ Hisonly answer was alow growl.

“Tell mewhat—" she darted to say. Then she heard it, too. It came not from coin or wolf, but from the
forest itsdlf.

A cry rose with the wind from the woods below. Thewind itself? Mycelle knew better. She stared
harder. Near the base of the peak, trees began to twist and curl, tortured by something unseen in the
shadows below. Mycelle now knew what the speaker from the coin warned against. Twisted creatures.
Not the mythical beasts from the dtar, but something worse.
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It wasthe Grim!

Mycelle stepped aong the summit’ sedge. All around, treeswrithed and limbsflailed, leaves grew brown
and drifted on the twilight breezes. It was asif the cry from below was the scream of the tortured trees
themsalves. But Mycdle knew it came from the wraiths— hundreds of them!

From here, she spotted shadows shifting among the misshapen trunks. She did not understand this
strange gathering. The wraiths were generdly solitary creatures, sdldom found in more than apair. What
had drawn them al here? And what stayed their hands now? Below, they smply milled and churned. As
swiftly asthey moved, they could be atop the summit in only afew moments. But they tarried in the forest
below, contorting the treesin which they roosted. What kept them at bay?

Mycelle glanced back to the dtar. Was there some ancient magick here? For the thousandth time since
beginning thisjourney, she wished she till retained her seeking skill, an ability to read the magick around
her. Shefelt asif avita sense had been stolen from her.

She lifted the coin and spoke. “1 see the creatures, but they hold back for now. Hurry, before their
numbers give them the courage to assault the pesk.”

A fading whisper came. “We hurry... Beready ..."

She turned and found Fardal€ s eyes upon hers. Images formed: A snowy feathered bird taking wing
from the pea/( and flying high into the sky, away from the twisted forest.

“No,” sheanswered him aloud. “1 will not abandon you.”
Fardae shrugged and turned away, as stoic asared wolf.

Mycelle returned to sudying the forest and sky. Thewail of the Grim echoed off the cliffs. Therewere so
many. Suddenly the ground shook under her feet. Shefdl to her kneesto keep from tumbling over the
edge. Crawling closer, she peered below.

Around the pinnacle, hundreds of trees had uprooted themselves, many of them thousand-year-old
giants. In packs, they attacked the Stone' s base with their gigantic roots, digging into cracksin the
granite.

Mother above! Theforest was attacking the Stone of Tor, trying to tear it down.

In the branches of these twisted trees, Mycelle spotted the reason for the assault. The shredded shadows
of the Grim perched in those
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warped branches. The wraiths rode the attacking trees like riders on horses. The ancient trees dug and
attacked the rock, yanking chunks with shuddering blows from the side of the pinnacle. As she stared,
she suddenly understood how the Northwall had * been sundered. Even that ancient shield wall, aso of
granite, could not have sustained such an attack for long.

Mycelle, on hands and knees, backed away from the edge. She eyed the skies. With the sun setting
behind her, the expanse was il bright. She could easily spot the ship’ s sails now. It lay no morethan a
league away. In the darkening sky, itsked glowed like adull cod, ruddy and bright. Even without her
seeking ability, Mycelle could dmost smell the magick. It wasthis glowing energy that kept the vessd
dloatintheair.



She clenched the coin. “Hurry,” she urged.

No answer came, but in truth, what words could make any difference? Either the ship would arrivein
time or not.

Mycelle crouched upon the altar as the rock shook under her. For amoment, she entertained Fardae's
idea: to shift into the shape of alarge bird and wing away from the danger. It was tempting. She did not
want to die. She had done so once before and cared not to repest it. But even a shape-shifter had limits.
Most could only summon enough energy for amgjor shift once aday. And she had dready shifted twice
this day—from woman to wolf and back again. She had no energy for another change.

She sared a the large treewolf as he steadied himsdlf on wide-placed paws and maintained hisvigil on
the assault below. Even if she could shift and fly away, she would not. She could not abandon her last
companion. She had failed too many others, and that pain was worse than any fear of degth.

Biting her lip, Mycdlleturned her attention to another matter of the wraiths. What had drawn the Grim
here like mothsto aflame? If she had that answer.....

The ground lurched again. The whole pesk tilted. Mycelle grabbed the dtar’ s edge to keep from rolling.

Nearby, Fardde dug in claws and scrabbled to keep hisfooting, but he was losing his battle and dipping
toward the edge. The Stone was toppling under them! “Fardae!” She thrust out an arm, reaching from
where she

clutched the dtar. Fardale dipped farther awvay from her hand, his hindgquarters tumbling over the edge.
“Nol”

She willed the flesh of her arm to meld and stretch. She had no energy f° 2fUl* change, but maybethis
gmdl shift...

She concentrated, straining. Slowly the burn of melting bone answered her silent plea. Her arm thinned
and lengthened. Her fingers crawled across the rock.

Fardae s eyes went wild with desperation as he struggled to keep his precarious perch. Then helost the
battle and did away.

“No!” Shelunged with her flowing arm. Her fingers clamped on the wolf’ sfordimb as he dipped over
the edge. “Hold on!” she urged between tight lips.

She fed some of her torso’ sbulk into her thinly stretched arm, building muscleto aid her grip. In her
mind' s eye, she becamejust two arms—one gripping rock, one gripping her friend’ sflesh. Nothing else
mattered. She fed her will with al her strength, her heart thundering in her ears. How long she struggled
likethat, she did not know, but dowly sheforced her flesh to pull back toitsorigina form. She
maintained her grip on Fardal€ sleg as her arm shortened, dragging the wolf back over the edge and to
her sde.

Once near enough, she shifted her grip, pulling Farddetight under her arm. Exhausted, shefindly redized
that the Stone had ceased its topple and rested dangeroudy askew, the summit tilted at a steep angle. A
lucky reprieve, but for how long?

Already thewail of the wraithsrose again from below.

Mycelle could not worry about that. With her eyes squeezed closed, she fought to keep her position on



the dippery granite. If shelost her grip on the altar’ s edge, they would both belost.

As she concentrated on the muscles and fibers of her limbs, shefelt loose hairs, those not braided in
place, rise over her head. The smell of the air changed, as after asummer’ s thunder shower. Energy!
Mycelle opened her eyes and cried out in amix of shock and relief.

Overhead, the sky was gone, consumed by avast wooden hull and a shining iron kedl. As she watched,
ahatch opened onitsunderside. A long rope snaked out, the end of which fell to hang tantaizingly close
above her. If she stood, she could easily grab the rope. But that wasimpossible. If she shifted even a
snglemuscle, she feared tumbling away.

Therock under her, asif to remind and scold, shook again. The pinnacletilted farther.
Sweet Mother ... So close!

A thinfigure appeared in the hatch’ s opening, clearly an dv’in. The dender man had the rope looped
around hisbdlly. He dove from the hatch and rolled down the rope, using the loop’ sfriction to dow his
descent. Still, asfast as he fell, Mycelle was sure he would tumble from the rope’ send and fall to his
death. But at the last moment, the agile elv'in sailor hooked atwist of rope around hisknee and ankle
and dropped to astop, hanging upside down from the rope’ s end by only one leg.

Long-fingered hands grabbed the leather of her jacket. “Don’t struggle,” the man warned with little
warmth. “ And keep hold of that dog.”

As soon as he had her gripped, the length of hemp began redling back into the hatch above, dragging the
elv'in and hiswards upward.

Mycellewas afraid to trust both their weightsto the thin sailor. But what choice did she have? She
reluctantly released her grip on the dtar and hugged the large treewolf to her chest with her two arms.
They were drawn dowly upward.

As her hedslifted free of the rock, amassive crack exploded from below. She gasped at the sudden
noise, amogt losing her hold on Fardale.

Under her toes, the pinnacle toppled away, fdling at first dowly, then morerapidly, like afdled tree.
Time seemed to dow asthe length of stone crashed into the forest. A muffled roar accompanied the
collison. Leaves and bits of shattered trunk blew into the sky as high asthe flying ship itsdf. Water
exploded far into the air asthe felled pinnacle crashed across the Willowrush, damming theriver and
divertingitsflow.

Tilting her neck, she eyed the opening of the hatch. It seemed aleague away. The tackle and pulley that
strung the rope from the hatch dowly turned, and she found the eyes of the V' in sailor meseting hers. He
seemed unconcerned about the destruction or danger, his expression bland asif he were merely hauling
dry goodsto ashop. But Mycelle noticed the sheen of sweat on his forehead from the strain of their
weghts.

But there was nothing she could do to help, so Mycelle glanced
I

back down. Theview waslost in acloud of debris and mist. She saw no sign of thewraiths. Again she
wondered what had drawn so rnany of them to this peak. Were they after her? Fardale? The ancient
atar? Somehow Mycdlle sensed it was none of these. Something else had drawn them here. But what?
What were they after? What had driven the wraiths to such odd behavior?



Staring up again, she saw they neared the hatch. Hands grabbed them asthey were hauled insde. At lag,
Mycdlle found firm decking under her hedls. She sat Fardale down. Their eVv'in rescuer clambered free
of the rope and landed deftly on hisfeet. He gave them a cold bow of his head and strode away, asif
their salvation were of no significance.

Mycelle shook her head at the strangeness of the elv'in and stared below one last time as the hatch was
closed and sealed.

There was amystery to the Grim that had yet to be answered, and she was sure the path to winning here
in the north lay within that riddle. But such answers must wait on another day. For now, she wasfree,
safe, and with new dlies,

“Well met, Mycdlle,” avoice said behind her.

She turned toward afamiliar lanky form standing in adoorway. Relief flooded through her. “Meric!” She
crossed over and hugged the eV’ in tightly.

“It seemswe ve much to discuss,” Meric said ashewasfindly let free. He gave Fardde a pat of
gresting, then searched around the crowded hold.

With an eyebrow raised, he faced Mycdlle. “ But where are the others?’

Kra awoke to chaos. Winds screamed, thunder unlike any he had heard before shook the ground. He
jerked awake, snapping up, banging his head into the roof of the rocking cart. A growl escaped his
throat. He reached to hiswaist but found his ax gone. Then his memories returned in aflood of light and
screams. The attack by d warf raiders...

He twisted around and spotted Mogweed, atiny mouse of a man, huddled in the corner.

“Wherearewe?’ Kra asked gruffly. “What isgoing on?’ His eyes quickly attuned to the darkness.
Though hisiron ax with its ebon’ stone heart was missing, Legion sill livedindde Krd, caged in this
human form. His nogtrilsflared, sniffing the air with the senses of thisinner beest. His ax was near, lill
sheathed in the pelt of a snow leopard. With the pdt in place, Kral had accessto the leopard’ s form and
nature, but he dared not reved his shape-shifting abilities—at least not yet.

Nearby, Nee'lahn lifted her face, pushing asde afdl of honey-colored hair. On her knees, she leaned
over the dtill form of Lord Tyrus, her expression pained. “We ve been captured and travel north.”

Krd frowned. A mix of conflicting fedingsjangled through him asthe nyphai’ sviolet eyes pierced to his
bones. Her beauty stunned him. Her lips were ablooming rose on virgin snow. Her form was al curves
and valeys. His senses drank her in, but he kept his face and voice stone. “What caused the ground to
quake?’

Already the splintery roar was echoing away, and the tremble under the wagon’ swheels calmed.

Nee'lahn cocked her head and remained silent for afew moments. “I... | hear mourning in the
woodsong, but can tell nothing more. Broken trees, drowning waters.” She shook her head. “ Some
disaster. | don’t know its meaning.”

A whip cracked overhead, and the cart jolted forward, moving faster. Off balance, Nee'lahn toppled into
Kra’ssde. He caught and gently righted her. She straightened the cloak about her shoulders, nodding in
thanks.

Her scent filled Kral’ s nose: musky loam and honeysuckle. His rocky countenance threatened to shatter.



Heturned away.

Lord Tyrus groaned where he lay at Ne€ lahn’s knees.

“How faresthe prince?’ Kra asked, turning his atention.

Nee' lahn touched the wounded man’s shoulder. “Helives but swimsin sick dreams. Hewon't wake.”

“Y et he saways crying out,” Mogweed added, edging closer to them. “Bloodcurdling wails” The man
shivered, hugging histhin arms around his chest.

Krd eyed his two conscious companions. They were too few for him to lead an assault on their captors,
even if he could break out of the wagon. Had the prince been hale, Kral would have attempted it. He had
seen the man fight, aflurry of sted. Tyruswas surely hisfather’s son. Ten generations ago, it had been an
ancient king of Castle Mryl who had helped Krai’ s clans escape during the D’ warf Wars. A blood debt
was owed to the Mrylian roya family. So even though Kral was bound to the Black Heart, he had not
refused the prince’ scall for arms at Port Rawl’ s docks. How could he?

Though the Dark Lord might have opened his eyesto the beauty of raw flesh and fear, he had not totally
burned away Krai’ shonor. A lesser man might have been vanquished fully, endaved completely. But in
Kra’sveinsran the magick of deep, underground passages, of gray granite and black basdt, whorled
agate and glassy obsidian, the bones of the world. Though the Black Beast of Gul’ gotha had branded
Kral’s spirit, the Rock had protected Krai’ s deeper self. He was scarred by darkfire but not shattered.

“How long have we been traveling?’ he growled.
Nee'lahn settled back, sinking into her cloak. “ Almost afull day. Night nears.”
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Kra moved to the plank walls of their prison. He tried to peer out between the dats, but he could discern
little in the meager light. He closed his eyes, extending the senses of hisinner beast. He listened to the
tromp of hoof and boat, the rattle of short swor.d and ax. He counted the thudding heartbegts of his
captors. Over a score of the cursed creatures—d’ war ves, the blood enemy of his people.

In ages pagt, the d' warves had wrested Krai’ s clans from their ancestra home, the mighty mountain
Citadd above the blue lake of Tor Amon. The daughter—monstrous beests, foul magicks, horrible
sacrifices—was sung in ballads and woeful odes around the flames of clan hearths. Out of a people that
had numbered in the tens of thousands, only a hundred had escaped, including Krai’ s great ancestors, the
last of the Senta Flame, the royal house. It had been his great-great ancestor who had last sat onthe lce
Throne of the Citadel. The same man had led the ragged bands out of the mountains, abandoning their
homel ands to become wandering nomads. Krai clenched hisfists, nails drawing blood from hispam. No
longer would they wander! He would regain his birthright—the Ice Throne—and call his people home.
He would restore honor to the Senta Flame. This he swore!

Logt inthe past, he sat frozen as the wagon trundled farther and farther north. He became stone,
unmoving. Two days passed him by. Food was shoved through adlit in the door: moldy bread and a
mesetless gruel. Krai ignored it. To the Side, Ne€' lahn tended to the prince, dribbling water over Tyrus
lips. At night, the cold drew the other three to huddle together, but not Kral. He remained fixed, a
boulder of granite—waiting, patient. Occasionally the prince would cry out, drawing hiseye. Behind his
screams, Kral heard the mindless terror and the gibber of the mad. He turned away, dismissing the man.



Lord Tyrus body might live, but surely his mind was gone.
So the days passed by.

Only on thethird day did Krai gtir. Night had fully descended, and a bright moon hung high overhead,
glimpsed through cracks in the roof. The wagon sowed, and the guttural chatter of the raiders grew
raucous amid coarse laughter.

“We must be nearing thisevening’s camp,” Nee lahn whispered.

“I don’'t know,” Mogweed mumbled, hisface pressed to the forward wall, one eye peering out. “1 see
torches ahead, through the trees.”

“It isno temporary camp,” Krai warned. Hefdlt the vibration in his blood. Tuned to the world’ s bones,
Kra knew what they neared. He gritted his teeth. He could not believe the others were desaf to the
roaring in hishead. It was asiif they approached the shore of some storm-swept ocean, waves pounding
on rock.

The wagon continued to dow. New noises intruded: the clash of stedl, the whinnying cry of horses, the
blare of horns. Krai inhaed deeply: smoke and pine, blood and sun-cured meat, the stink of trench
latrines. They were gpproaching a major encampment. Between the wooden planks of the wagon, afiery
light grew. Cdlswere exchanged between their captors and outer sentries.

Asthe wagon rolled into the encampment, the noises envel oped them. Fists occasionaly pounded on the
sides of thewagon, applauding theraiders success. But still the wagon rolled.

“Where arewe?” Mogweed asked, his eyeswide with fright. Krai kept hissilence. Thewagon findly
ground to ahalt. No one breathed. Only Lord Tyrus stirred. He writhed in an unending nightmare, worse
than ever.

Nee lahn remained at the prince ssde. “What' swrong with him?” Tyrus eyelids suddenly flickered
open. Fingersclawed theair. “The Wall...” Though his eyeswere open and bright, there was no
consciousness. “The Land’ svoice... thepain...” Neg'lahn tried to console him, holding hishands. A
jangle of keysdrew Krai’ sattention. It sounded from the rear of the wagon. He turned, fists clenching.
With aloud clanking, alock and chain fell away. Oak scraped oak as a bar was shoved free.

Kra braced himself. He touched the dark magick in his bones— the magick of Legion, his secret sdf tied
to the chunk of ebon’ sonein theiron heart of hisax. He sensed his weapon nearby, felt the leopard
trapped under his skin, ready to burst free, teeth and claws sheathed in this human form. Still, he held
back. There was power in secrets.

Hinged at the bottom, the rear door of the wagon crashed down, becoming aramp to freedom. Beyond,
the flames from fires and torches were blinding. Krai squeezed his eyelidsto dits. After three dayslocked
up in the dark wagon, the brightness stung.

A voice barked at them, coarse, in the common tongue. “Get your arses out here! Now!”
The speaker, ad warf lieutenant, stood flanked by ahalf score of
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his comrades, dl armored and bristling with wegpons. The guards bore axesin one hand and spiked
hammersin the other. Krai knew from experience that the squat creatures were skilled with both
wegpons, unnaturaly dexterous with ether limb. It-was not afight he could hope to win, not without the



aid of wegpons or the beast nested within hisflesh.

Kra crawled first from the wagon, climbing down the ramp. Mogweed followed with Nee'lahn, the
prince s limp form dung between them.

The guards stared at the small party, wary. No one sheathed a weapon. Rumors of the battle under the
Stone of Tor had reached these ears. No chances were taken. The lieutenant stepped toward Nee'lahn
and Mogweed, but his eyes were on the unconscious form of the prince.

“He sof nouse” thed warf leader said. “Cut histhroat and feed him to the sniffers.”

Kra noted apen of purple-skinned beasts nearby, chained and tethered, like living pieces of twilight.
Rows of fangs glinted. Sniffers. The most fearsome predators of the woodlands. Krai had once run the
streets of Port Rawl as such abeast. Hunger and lust flared a the memory. Tender flesh, the spurt of hot
blood...

One of the guards stepped toward the limp form of the prince.

Nee' |ahn backed away with Tyrus. Mogweed abandoned the man completely, leaving the tiny nyphai
bent under the prince sweight.

Kra stepped between guard and prisoner. “No. I'll not let you harm him.”

The guard raised hiswegpon. Kral stared at the d warf; alow growl flowed from histhroat. Krai let the
beast inside shine forth. Hisvision grew more acute; his senses bloomed outward. He heard the d' warf’s
twin heartbeats quicken.

The guard held his wegpon, fdtering astep.

The lieutenant raised his short sword and moved to the guard’ s Side. “ The beasts are hungry. Mayhap we
should feed you both to our pets.” The d’ warf leader glanced up and down Krai’ slarge form. “Or
maybe not. It has been along time since my men and | have tasted the flesh of the mountain people.

We d make severd good stesks and roasts out of you.”

Krai fdt hiscontrol of the beast insde weakening. He kept his

lames Clemensi fists clenched, hiding the daggered claws of the leopard sprouting from thetips of his
fingers

The lieutenant raised his sword. “ So make your choice. Move aside or die!”

Kra remained where he stood. “ Y ou'll not harm the prince.” Asthe leopard within writhed, fur sprouted
under Krai’ sleathers. His pupils grew ditted.

The d warf leader balked, clearly sensing adark current here. Touched by the Black Heart himself, had
thisd warf recognized the kindred spirit before him? The sword remained poised.

A new voiceintruded. “Leave the captives be, Lieutenant!”

All eyes swung to theright. Another d'warf approached. He was wider in form and heavier in bulk, twice
the mass of the dready large lieutenant. Atop his melon-sized head was ablack cap with asilver indgnia.
Kra recognized the rank marking. The guards grew stiffen Krai smelled their nervousness.

The lieutenant retreated a hdf step. “But, Captain Brytton, the man hanging in the woman’sarmsis
clearly too wesk to work in the mines. | thought not to waste his mesat. The sniffers—"



“Quiet, Lieutenant.” The cagptain moved toward Nee lahn, who cringed back from him. “The mountain
man is correct. No harm must come to this man. The griffin has marked him.”
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Captain Brytton waved to the guards. * Take them to the castle dungeons. All of them.”

Kra was baffled by the turn in events. The beast insde quieted. What was going on? He strode to
Nee lahn’s sde and collected Tyrus up in his arms, unburdening her. Asagroup, they wereled around
the wagon.

Mogweed gasped as he turned, his gaze rising high into theam

Kra understood his shock. Two hundred strides away, the world ended. The black granite shield wall
known as the Northwall rose before them. Stretching aleague into the sky, its surface was as polished as
apiece of sculpture, reflecting the firelight and the moon and sars. It wastoo high for the mind to grasp.
It was said that the air at its summit was so thin that none could breathe it and not pass ouit.

The great wall marked the northernmost boundary of the Western Reaches; beyond it lay the Dire Fdll. It
had been herefor aslong

Witch |j ate as histories were spoken, thrust up by the Land itsdf to stop the evil of the Grim from ever
passing into the woods of the Reaches. Eventualy, the Wall had become the birthright of Tyrus' people,
the Dro, who kept vigil here.

“Castle Mryl,” Ne€'lahn said softly, pointing to the west, toward where they were heading with the
captain and guards.

Kra nodded, spotting the Structure.

Limned infirelight, the granite castle was hard to miss, growing like aboil out of the Northwall and
sprouting forth with ramparts, turrets, and towers, al formed of flowing black sone. The massive cadtle
climbed the shield wall in countless granite terraces, merging so smoothly that it was hard to say where
one garted and the other ended. And in truth, there was no distinction. Castle Mryl was a part of the
wadll, aflowing congtruct grown by the Land to house the wall’ s chosen, the Dro.

Kra craned his neck up. Beyond the reach of the camp’ sfirdight, tiny windows glowed like stars against
ablack firmament, openingsinto high rooms and chambersin thewall itself. Taes spoke of passages and
secret chambersthat ran the length of thewall’ sthousand leagues, like the arteries and veins of aliving
being.

Andin actuality, the wall was no dead rock. An ocean of elementd energies flowed through the stone.
Even now, Kra heard the magick’ scal, and if Krai alowed it, he could belogt in that song. It vibrated
through him. In hisarms, Tyrus stirred again, writhing and moaning. The prince, too, heard the call and
struggled to answer it.

Kra held the man to his chest. These lands had always been rich in rock magicks. Like the Dro, Krai’s
people had lived in these mountai nous lands, becoming imbued and blood-tied to these magicks. And
though centuries had passed since any of his clansmen had returned here, the magick had never left
Krai’s people. It was one of the chief reasons the clans had remained in the mountains of the Teeth: to be
forever closeto the granite spirit of the Land.

Krai felt heat on his cheeks; hisvision clouded. He could not stop the tears. For the barest moment, he
remembered himself fully. The darkness receded from his blood. He sumbled to astop, acry on hislips.



Horror a what he had done, at what he had become, flared sharply, cut him deeply. Then the dark
energies surged again in his heart, feeding off the raw power flowing here. Doubt and guilt faded.

“Areyou dl right, mountain man?’ Nee'lahn asked, dropping back beside him as they marched toward
the cadtle.

Kra closed hiseyes, touching the beast insde, reassuring himsdlf that all wasin order. “I'mfine.”
Nee' lahn looked little convinced, but she remained quiet.

Asagroup, they were herded to the main gate of the castle. Broken gates lay open to the south. Along
the walls overhead, mounted on iron spikes, were the heads of the castl€' s previous wards. Bleached by
the sun, scavenged by ravens and crows, the decapitated heads were little more than white bone. As
Kral stared with hiskeen vision, he spotted more of the castl€’ s decorations. All the walls, terrace after
terrace, were mounted by these trophies of the dead. Thousands upon thousands.

Krai turned away. The great cat ingde him stirred, scenting the bloodshed and terror. Krai reined in the
beast with a promise. One day, he would replace each skull with ad' warf’s.

Krai followed the others through the gate and across the stone courtyard, carrying the prince of the castle
back into hishome.

Across the yard stood the main keep. Its stone doors lay cracked and toppled. Scorch marks and
pocked holes marred the polished surfaces of the yard, clear evidence of foul magicks and fierce fighting.

Captain Brytton halted before the stairs leading into the keep. He pointed to the side, to an open
doorway with steps leading down into the ground. “ Take the prisoners below. Lock them away.”

The lieutenant nodded and drew them away at swordpoint.

The passage down into the castle€’ s dungeons was narrow, barely wide enough for Krai’s shoulders. As
the mountain man bent and climbed down the airs, the granite walls swallowed him up. Though he was
being led to hisimprisonment, Krai could not escape the sense of coming home. The magick in the stone
swdled through him, reminding him of hearth and clan. Even Tyrusgrew quieter in hisarms, seeming to
dip into true dumber rather than the endless nightmare that had consumed him.

Thelong stairs opened into alarge guardroom. Five d warves sat around ahewn pine table, scraps of a
mesdl spread before them. Krai spotted ahuman leg bone, well gnawed. A part of him turned away in
disgust, while degper inside another part growled with hunger.

The lieutenant grumbled in his native tongue, and one of the
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fifs Clemens d’ warves stood and grabbed up aring of keys. The group was led past a stout oaken door
and into along passage of barred cells. The passage reeked of excrement, urine, charred flesh, and
blood.

Nee' [ahn wrinkled her nosein distaste.

Asthey were led down the way, the occupants of the cells glanced up, eyes dull with defeat. In one cage,
abruised and battered man hung from chains on the walls. He had no legs, only burned stumps. One of
the d’ warves leading them laughed and nudged his companion, licking hislips. Kra pictured the leg bone
on the dinner table and shuddered.



He and the others were led al the way to the end of the passage, to the largest cell. Its door was opened,
and they were shoved inside. With a clang, the door dammed shut and was locked.

The lieutenant leaned close to the bars asKral settled Tyrusto the straw-covered stone floor. “Do not
think yoursdlf safe, man of the mountains. | mean to taste your blood.”

Kral, hisarmsfreed, lashed backward with afig, leopard swift. The lieutenant failed to move fast
enough. Bones crunched under Krai’ s knuckles, hot blood spurted over hiswrist.

The lieutenant cried out, falling back.

Kra dowly turned to face him. Without aword, helifted hisfist and licked the lieutenant’ s blood from his
wrig.

Regaining hisfeet, the lieutenant lunged at the bars, his nose acrooked ruin. “I’ll est your heart, mountain
man! Do you hear me?’

Kral licked hiswrist again, then swung around, ignoring the man’s screeches. He found the others' eyes
on him. Mogweed' s mouth was hanging open.

The lieutenant was dragged away by hisfellow guards.
“Wasthat wise, Krai?” Ne€' lahn asked. “What doesiit gain to provoke them?’
He shrugged.

Further discussion was forestaled by aloud groan from the prince. Ne€' lahn kndlt beside him, taking his
hand. The man’ s other arm rose, hisfingers brushing over hisface like ablind man struggling to recognize
astranger. Another groan escaped hislips.

“Lord Tyrus,” Ne€'lahn whispered.

Eydids dowly pulled open. His pupilsrolled for afew breaths, then settled on Nee'lahn. He reathed to
her face with hisfree hand and touched her cheek, asif firming in his mind that she wasreal and not
another figment of fevered dreams. He tried to speak, but al that came out was a rasp.

“Hush,” Neg'lahn said.

Tyrus pushed up on his elbows, weak. Kra stooped and helped the prince sit up. “ Do you know where
you are?’ he asked.

The prince nodded and rasped an answer. “Home.”

“Y ou’ ve been unconscious for aimost three days,” Mogweed said, coming forward to join them.
Tyrusheld apam againg hisforehead. “I heard the Wall. 1t helped me find my way back.”
“Where were you?’ Nee' lahn asked. “What happened?’

Tyrusclosed hiseyesand shuddered. “I... | don't remember. All | recall isashadow faling over me
while| fought the d’ warves. Its touch numbed the marrow of my bones. | felt my mind pulled from my
body, leaving me unmoored and unable to find my way back.”

“It wasthe griffin,” Neg'lahn said. “1 saw it. A mongtrous statue made of shadows and fire. It attacked
you.”



Tyrus dowly shook hishead. “I don’t remember. | became lost in nightmares, surrounded by strange,
twisted beasts, and fiery eyes burning into me.”

“Fery eyes?” Kra mumbled, shifting uncomfortably. He remembered his own branding by the Black
Heart. He sniffed a Tyrus. He sensed no corruption and was secretly relieved. The blood debt to the
kings of Castle Mryl wasingrained in Krai likeavein of quartz in granite. Even darkfire could not burn
away thisbit of ancient obligation. He was glad to discover the-prince untainted.

Nee [ahn spoke up. “The d warf captain seemed especidly interested in you, Lord Tyrus. He called you
‘marked by the griffin,” suggesting some importance in your capture.”

Tyrus sat draighter, hisstrength dowly returning. “1 canimagine. Asthelast living prince of theWall, my
magick would be aboon to the raiders.”

‘Magick?* Nee'lahn asked.

“Serying,” Tyrusexplained. “ Tdlings of the future. The Wall speskswith thewill and knowledge of dl the
Land.” Tyrus attempted to stand but needed Krai’ s help. He limped to the rear wall °f their cell and laid a
palm on the glassy surface—black granite, like dl the castle. “I will not let them have me. I'll not let the
Land sgift to my family betwisted.”

“WE | protect you,” Kral said.

Tyrus smiled, cracked lips splitting and bleeding fresh. “I don’t doubt your honor, Krai, but honor can be
outnumbered—as was proven on the battlefield three days ago.”

“So what do you propose?’
“Tovanish.”
“How?" Mogweed asked.

“There samagick inthe Northwall that isknown only to members of the roya family—something more
than scrying.” Tyrusglanced a them.

Kra’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What?" Tyrus paused, then took a deep breath and spoke softly.
“As Cadtle Mryl isapart of the Wall, so areits kings and princes. Graniterunsin our blood. We are as
much the Wl asthe cadtleitsdf.”

“I don't understand,” Krai grumbled.
“Then watch.” Tyrusturned and placed both palms on thewall. He closed hiseyes.

Kra fdt theflow of the Wall’ senergy shift, like ariver changing course. The rumble of demental magick
swept down upon the cell, swirling through thewallsin torrents. At his side, Nee'lahn gasped.

Kra’ satention returned fully to the prince. The man’s pale hands dowly blackened, matching the
granite. AsKra watched, the transformation flowed up the prince’ sarms, turning limbs to stone, polished
and smooth. And till the magick spread, consuming chest and legs, swamping over theman’shead. Ina
matter of breaths, his entire form had become living granite.

Stone lips moved. “We are not called the Blood of the Wall for no reason. We are onewith the Land's
heart. It isour true home”

Tyrus stepped forward, merging into the stone wall. He stopped— hdf in, half out. He turned to them.



“Fear not. I’ll watch over you. But inthe Wall, | can walk the castle unseen and learn the foul purpose of
those who roost here.”

Nee' lahn reached and touched the man’ s cheek. “Be careful. Even the strongest sone can shatter.”

“So | havelearned.” He sank deeper into the wall, his clothes ripping and faling to the straw. Soon there
was no sign of the prince, only bare wall.

Mogweed touched the stone, dishelieving hiseyes.

Lord Tyrus face regppeared above Mogweed' sfingers, growing into a stone mask hanging on the wall.
Torchlight glinted off hisglossy eyes. Granite lips smiled mischievoudy. “ Be ready.”

Then hewasgone.
AsDAWN ROSE, MeRIC STARED OVER THE BOWSPRIT OF THE STORMWING.

Overhead, the morning breezes swelled the sails, ropes snapping taut. This close to the colossa wall, the
winds blew in cold gudts, threstening to toss the ship againg the looming diff of granite. It took all

Meric skill to keep the ship gliding beside the Northwall, edging along the misty heights, hiding from the
hostile eyesfar below.

Meric stood bundled in athick-furred cloak. At this height, ice frosted the smooth rock, and the air was
amost too thin to breathe. He craned his neck. Even from the deck of the Sormwing, Meric could not
spy the Northwal’s summiit. It wastoo tdl, higher than even the Slormwing could fly.

After rescuing Mycelle and Fardale from atop the Stone of Tor, Meric had flown his ship directly north,
pursuing thetrail discovered by the wolf’ s keen nose. There was no doubt where their captured friends
were being taken—to Castle Mryl.

By air, it had taken only aday to reach the Northwall. Once here, they were forced to wait, well out of
sght of the cagtle. Only at night did they dare risk drifting nearer, spying upon the encampment around
the castle. A pair of dv'in sailors had drifted on long lines below the kedl, bearing spyglasses: Maps were
quickly drawn of the castle grounds and surrounding forces. But so far, there was no sign of the others.
AsMeric and Mycdle waited, worry had begun to worm into their talks. What if they were wrong?
What if the captives weren't being taken here?

Something bumped Meric' s knee. He glanced down and found Fardal e settling to his haunches. He
touched the wolf’ sflank in reassurance. “We'll find your brother and the others. If they’ re out there, we
won't leave without them.”

Farddeleaned abit againgt the dv'in’sleg, slently thanking him.

Together, the pair watched the sun rise over the mountains of the Teeth. Asthe first rays reflected off the
upper heights of the North-Wall, Meric tacked the Sormwing dowly backward, putting distance
between them and the castle. He dipped back along the Northwall to Sit out another long day—another
day of interminable waiting and worry.

Farddewhined a his sde. The wolf’ s nose was pointed toward the cliff of granite. At first, Meric failed
to see anything, then spotted movement. Something swept toward them, a shadow on the rock. Clutching
therail, Meric leaned out, eyes squinted.

A great bird shot dong the diff face, diving from heights higher than the Stormwing could fly. Meric
stepped back asthe creature arced toward the deck of the ship. ThedV’in, hisblood tied to al things of



the air, recognized the bird: agreat roc. The huge black bird swept toward their ship. Itswingswere
wider than Meric wastall. With apiercing cry, it tucked its wings and dove toward the deck, adeadly
black bolt.

Meric stood his ground. When the beast was a span from the deck, its wings snapped open, braking its
fal. Taonsdug into the deck asthe bird landed. It held itswings wide, acrown of feathersflaring up. Its
beak stretched open asit panted from itsflight. Glowing amber eyes stared back at him.

Fardae padded up to the bird, sniffing at it. Meric spoke to the mgjestic beast. “What have you
learned?’ Asanswer, the bird drew itswings down, ruffling its feathers with a shake. Black pinions
withdrew back into pae flesh. Bones stretched. Blond hair sprouted to replace black feather, and wings
rgointed into ams. In amatter of moments, bird became woman. The only feature shared between the
two forms were the deep amber eyes.

Naked, Mycdlle pushed up from her crouch, gasping dightly, still out of breath. “ Th-they arrived during
the night. They’ ve been taken to the dungeons.”

Meric dipped off hisfur-lined cloak and draped it over her bare shoulders. “All of them?’

She snugged the cloak tight, shivering againgt the cold. “ All of them. But Lord Tyrus gppeared
unconscious. Kral was carrying him. | could not judge the extent of hisinjuriesfrom wherel was
perched.”

“Then we proceed as planned,” Meric said. She nodded. “ Tonight. Under the cover of darkness.”
“Will they be safefor that long?”

“They’ll haveto be. Our only hopeis stedth. Ther€ Il be no victory without the advantage of surprise.”
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Meric guided her toward the hatch. “Then you' | need to warm up and rest. With winter nearing, the days
are shorter.”

Mycelle scowled. “Not short enough.” She stared at Farda e, eyes growing briefly brighter asthe two
shared private thoughts. Afterward, the wolf nodded his head once, then swung away.

Meric followed the pair. At last, the waiting was over.

Asthe others disappeared through the hatch, Meric closed the doors, remaining on deck. He returned to
his post by the bowsprit, shivering in thethin air. Mycelle till had his cloak. Ahead, the high mists
thinned.

A quarter league beyond the bowsprit, the sheer face of the granite cliff lay shattered and broken.
Digtracted by Mycell€' s regppearance, he had let the Stormwing drift farther than he had intended. He
dowed thewindsin hissals. It wasthe first time the Stormwing neared the place where the great wall
had been sundered. Meric had considered it too dangerous.

But now, with thewound in sight, he found himsdf drawn to it. Bouldersthe size of small villageslay
tumbled into the meadows and forests of the Western Reaches. The trough of devastation stretched
leaguesto the south: gouged tracks, acres of broken trees, shattered hillsides. The horrendousfal of the
Stone of Tor was a broken twig compared to the devastation here.



Meric extended his sight toward the Northwall. From summit to base, the wall was split completely. But
asthe ship drifted nearer, Meric saw the breach itself was quite narrow, no more than a hundred steps. It
wasasif agiant ax+iad cleaved thewall.

Both curious and appdled, Meric dlowed his ship to sweep forward. Asthe Stormwing glided over the
destruction below, Meric's eyes remained fixed on the sundered cliff face. He held his breeth asthe view
beyond the wall opened up. A thin dice of the dark forest appeared.

The Dire Fdl. The twised home of the wrathful Grim.

Meric stared. Thetrees of the Fell were nothing like the pines and aspens of the northern Reaches. These
trees were monsters. The giants reached as high as the summit of the Northwall itself, their up-per
branches crowned with ice. The boles were as thick around as farmhouses, each mounted atop atangle
of knotted roots. But worst °f dl, their branches, rather than sprouting straight, were twisted and curled
upon themsdlves, gppearing more like vines than tree limbs. Adding to this appearance was the lack of
leaves. Not asingle green tuft of foliage marked this skeletdl forest.

Staring, not breathing, Meric shuddered. It was asif the word tortured weregivenliving formin these
behemoth trees.

Hetore his eyes away, glancing below. Extending from the forest into the breach, atangle of roots dowly
writhed. Blind, woody worms shuffled and dug at the edge of the wound. To be seen from this height,
Meric knew each root had to be thicker than ahorse' s flank, powerful enough to chew into stone. Meric
knew hewaslooking at the cause of thewadl’ s sundering. As at the Stone of Tor, the Grim must have
directed their endaved treesto tear this breach in the granite.

But why} What control did the Dark Lord exert over these wraiths? What had caused them to bresk
free after countless centuries and leave their own treesto hunt the Western Reaches?

Over the past two days, Meric had learned the wraiths' patterns. Only at night did the Grim flow out of
the Fdll to hunt the forests of the Reaches, creating an unnatural barrier around Castle Mryl, protecting
the encamped d’ warves. But again—why} What dread pact had been forged between the mindless
wraiths and the furtive d warves?

Meric had no answer. He swung the Siormwing around. Tears froze on his cheek. Though there was so
much unknown, Meric knew one truth, one secret. Something he had not shared with anyone, not even
hisown men.

Heturned hisback on the Fell. “Oh, Nee' lahn... maybe it would' ve been better if you' d stayed dead.”
“You don't look well,” Mogweed said.

Nee |ahn opened her eyes. She leaned againgt the cold wall of the cell, huddied in her cloak. Mogweed
crouched before her. “1I’'mfing,” shelied, turning away and pulling the hood of her cloak higher.

The mousy-haired man settled beside her. He picked a strand of long blond hair from the shoulder of her
cloak. “What' swrong?’

Nee'lahn remained slent. Though she stroveto hideit, this crypt of stone threstened her rebirth. Whilein
the vast Western Reaches, the woodsong had hel ped sustain her, but now, cut off, surrounded by spans
of hard granite, she could barely hear awhisper of the endless song of the gresat forest.

“Y ou need your lute, don't you?’ Mogweed whispered, keenly perceptive. “ A nypha cannot be far from
her bonded tree spirit.”



“No more than ahundred steps,” she answered quietly. Y ears ago, asthe last koa konatree of her
ancestral grove, Lok’ a’ hera, had succumbed to the Blight, a skilled woodcutter had carved Ne€'lahn a
magnificent lute from the heart of her tree, freeing the tree' s spirit, preserving it. With lutein hand,

Nee' lahn had been ableto travel acrossthe lands of Alaseato search for acure, to return vitality to what
was now Blighted.

But no longer. She did not have her lute, and in its absence, she needed the strength of the vast forests of
the Reach to keep her from unraveling. And now, imprisoned in granite, cut off from the forest, Nee' lahn
felt hersdf weakening, fraying around the edges. Her lips were dry and cracked, and no amount of water
could quench her thirst. Her hair hung limp, and strands fell like autumn leaves.

“How long can you hold out?” Mogweed asked with concern.

“Not long. Maybe aday.” Closing her eyes, Nee' |ahn reached outward, concentrating on the whispers of
song wending down through the passages and stairs. As she strained, she heard another song, a darker
melody. It came not from before her, but from behind, from the Fell. She knew that black song.

“No,” she mumbled dully. “1 won't listen. Not even to sustain mysdlf.” That path only led to madnessand
twisted ludts.

“What wasthat?’ Mogweed asked.
Nee'lahn shook her head. “ Sometimes even life costs too steep aprice.”

Mogweed frowned, clearly confused. He leaned away from her. “Don’'t give up. Lord Tyrus has
promised to help us”

Nee lahn huddled deeper, praying Mogweed wasright, praying for the princeto hurry. As she sat, she
listened to the hushed whispers of woodsong: one bright, one dark. Two sides of the same coin.

She squeezed her eydidstight but failed to keep tears from flowing down her cheeks. Lok’ ai’ hera.
Memories of green life and bright flowers. All gone. Nee [ahn winced, closing her ears againgt the call
of the darkling song.

Hurry, Prince...

The prince of Castle Mryl had borne many names during his short lifetime. His mother, long dead, had
named him. Tylamon Roy-son, after his great grandfather. The pirates of Port Rawl had named him
Captain Tyrus, casteleader and bloody tyrant. Hisfirst lover during histhirteenth winter had proclaimed
him Sweetheart and considered him both tender and kind, while the last woman in his bed had cursed
him Bastard and swore to gut him for the crudties of hisheart. In truth, the prince was dl of these men,
the sum of his past. No man bore asingle name.

But now, swimming through the stone of the Wall, Lord Tyrus shed the vagaries of his past and became
one man, one purpose, forged in granite. Thiswas his home, his birthright—and he would see it returned
and its dead avenged.

Tyrus moved through the rock of the Wall as easly as afish through water. Hefdt currentsin the stone,
eddies and streams, all aspects of the flow of magick in the granite. Swimming upward, carried on a
wellspring of energy, Tyrusamed for the loftier heights of the great Wall. He stared around him. Hissight
sretched through the watery granite to the world beyond, so he viewed wavering images of the Western
Reaches and the d' warf encampment. He turned his head and dimly viewed the murk of the Dire Fell.

But his destination was neither right nor left, but up and ahead, to where the central keep of Castle Mryl



grew from the granite wall. He flowed toward the upper terraces, to the chambers that had once been his
father's, King Ry’ s. He suspected that whoever held sway over these d’ warves would be found
there—aswould answers.

Once Tyruswas high enough, he twisted and glided into the buttresses and walls that grew out of the
North wal to form the castle proper. Here the thickness of the granite was thinner. His sight grew more
acute, likethat of adiver surfacing from the depths of adark lake. He now had to be careful that he
remained within the confines of the narrowing walls. It would ruin hisspying if alimb should be seen
jutting from awall. He sidled down along passage, coming at last to the proper door. Slowing his pace,
he glided to astop, twisting away from the corridor to spy inside the neighboring room.

Theroya antechamber was ova in shape, abubblein the granite. Acrossthe way, other hdlwaysled
into the king' s private suite of chambers. But the main room here had been hisfather’ s greeting and
conference room. Shelved books lined the walls, and afireplace astall asaman opened on theright,
now cold and disused. A thick ,,00l carpet, embroidered with the family icon of the snow leopard,
covered the granite floor.

Tyrusfrowned. The room was empty, dark except for asingle torch.

Ashefloated in the stone, frustrated, he heard a sharp voice sound from deeper in the warren of
chambers.

Following the sound, Tyrus stepped from the onewall, willing the magick to stay with him. Black limbs
sprouted from the stone as he pulled himself free. He hurried across the carpet to the far wall and dove
back into the stone, merging completely without aripple. He sped dong the crisscrossing walls, delving
deeper into hisfather’ s private suite. He aimed toward the muffled voices.

At last, he reached hisfather’ s bathing chamber and found the speakers. The chamber was steamy,
blurring where the granite wall ended and the room began. Tyrus moved with gregt care, squinting.

A krge sunken tub occupied the center of the room. At its edge, a broad-chested d’ warf knelt on one
knee, cap in hand. His splayed nose and wide lips made him appear some squat toad perched before

* alake. “All isin readiness. The shaft under the Citadd has been mined and the chamber completed
under thelake of Tor Amon.”

“And what of the griffin statue, Captain Brytton?’ The spesaker floated in the hot waters of the tub. It was
hard to make out any features through the steam, but the voice sounded digtinctly feminine, lilting and
swest, but with adeeper undercurrent of menace. “What of the Weirgate?’

“It has been returned to itsroost at the Citadel. We await only the next full moon to finish the last step.”

“Good.” Thefigure settled degper in the tub. “I thought it foolish or the Dark Lord’ s lieutenant to mount
the griffin and hunt afew stray elementalslost in the wood, especidly et this critica time.”

‘ Asthe hour approaches, the Black Heart grows especidly wary.”

‘Or at least the one named Shor’ tan does. That burned fiend watches dl the Gates, popping between
them like some scalded rat, kegping an eye on everything. With my brethren on guard, there is nothing to
fear inthe north. Our steis secure” Thefigure sighed.

Stll, the discovery of the prince of the Wall was afortuitous boon.

And with the griffin returned to its roost, we remain on schedule. Nothing lost, everything gained.”



“But the prince remains mindless”

“Then we must pray hiswill is strong enough to withstand his brush with the Wer. If the prince could be
broken to our cause, hisskill a augury would serve our master well.”

“Aye, but what of his companionsin the dungeon?’

Thefigure shifted in the tub. “They’ll be kindling for our fire. We shal usetheir torturesto help forgethe
young prince. Wewill not lose him aswe did hisfather.” The bather did deep into thetub. “Though in
truth, even that matter did not end entirdly without gain; thisbody | wear has grown quite comfortable. |
hed forgotten the ddlights of the physical flesh. Likethisbath... and finewine” A hand, barely
discernable through the steamy mists, reached to a glass as red as blood. The bather sipped at the wine,
savoring it, then lowered the glass and stood.

The sudden motion stirred the steam in whorled eddies. “When the prince wakes, we' |l break him to our
will. Wherewefalled with thefather, we Il succeed with the son.”

The mists parted as the figure stepped from the bath, naked. The snowy beard that trailed over the broad
chest belied thefeminine voice.

Tyrus gasped, reaching out of the wall, unmindful of exposing himself. “ Father!”

The room’ stwo occupants turned in his direction, startled.

Before he was spotted, Tyrus yanked hisarms back inside the granite.

“Did you hear something just then?’

The d warf nodded, hislong earstwitching. “ A muffled outburst. Maybe from the next room.”
“Go search!”

The d warf captain fled.

The naked figure strode to the wall, standing before it. Hands rose to explore the surface. Tyrus hovered
frozen in the stone, haf an arm’ slength away. He searched hisfather’ sface, seeing aman he had spent a
decade mourning. His arms ached to reach out and hold hisfather in hisarms, but Tyrus knew King Ry
was no longer there. The eyes before him were cold and glowed with crue fires.

Fists clenching, Tyrus bit back a scream of rage.
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The squat captain returned, ax in hand. “ The rooms are empty.”
The figure turned savagdly, hisvoiceice. “Check on our prisoners.”
“Aye, my lord.” Captain Brytton bowed out of the room.

Now only father and son remained—a ong with something foul wearing King Ry’ sform. “I can smdll
you,” the demon whispered to the empty air. “ The scent of blood in the walls.”

The figure moved back to the bath, voice raisng, the femininelilt growing hard and frosted. “I don’'t
know what trick of magick thisis, but I'll find whoever you are and twist you to our end. This| promise!”



As Tyrus watched, a darkness exuded from hisfather’ s body, flowing from every pore. Tendrils of dark
smoke probed the migts, hunting for him.

Tyrus dared not risk capture—not when the others were counting on him. He sank, down thewall,
dropping away. The movement must have been sensed. The demon sprang toward his hiding spot,
clawed nails bared.

But Tyruswas aready gone, sunk into the lower depths of the castle, wending hisway back toward the
main wal. As he moved, tears flowed down his granite cheeks.

Father|
r
AsTHE MOON CLIMBED THE NIGHT SKY, MyCELLE HURRIED DOWN THE

woodland trail toward the glow of the encampment around Castle Mryl. She did not bother trying to
hide. Thetrall ended at the forest’ s edge. The Northwall and Castle Mryl loomed before her, ahundred

paces avay.

Taking adeep breath, Mycelle stepped out into the open and strode toward the sentry line of the outer
camp. Around her upper arm, under her thick leather jerkin, the paka golo snake curled in agitation. //
must smell the magic’ tgiven off by the Wall. Once Mycelle hersaf could have sensed the great well of
power here; her ability as a seeker had been keen. But no longer. Risen from the dead by the small
snake' s magick, she had traded one ahility for another— seeking for shape-shifting.

Mycelle walked up to one of the outer sentries and lifted an arm in greeting. He just nodded &t her,
bored, leaning on a pike. She hurried past, eyes down.

Her deception had held. Earlier, Mycelle s group had waylaid atrio of d' warf hunters. It had not been
hard. Meric had lowered the Stormwing and dropped four of hiskin into the trees, armed with poisoned
crosshows. They had quickly dispatched the thick-bodied hunters, then signaded the al clear. After the
attack, Mycdlle had joined the archers. Choosing carefully, she had rolled the smallest of the dead

d warves, afemale, onits back. Leaning over the dack form, she had studied the body and face, then
shaped her own physique to match. Once satisfied with her appearance, she had quickly donned

M
the target’ s clothes and cinched her own wegponsin place, hidden under an outer furred cloak.

The elv'in bowmen then clambered back up the ropesto the waiting ship, leaving Mycdlleto traverse the
trails aone back to Castle Mryl. Her godl: to reach the upper heights of the castle and eliminate any stray
eyes so the Sormwing could maor.

“How was the night’ s hunting?’ asquat guard asked in the d’ warvish tongue as she passed. He sat on a
goal, honing hisax.

Mycdlle swung around, quickly trandating the words in her head. She shoved aside acloak and revealed
atrio of skinned hares hanging from her belt. “The Grim have left uslittle to hunt.”

The guard nodded, concentrating on hisax. “Damned ghouls. Shrieking and wailing dl thetime. Makes
my skin twitch.”

Mycelle grunted and continued down the rows of tents and billets. She adjusted her cloak, nervous as



she worked her way through the wide camp. With most of the host adeep in their tents, no others
accosted her.

She soon reached the gatesin the outer curtain wal of Castle Mryl. Two guards were posted. They
Sraightened as she neared, pikes shifting in their grips.

Mycelle bit back acurse and kept her head down as she marched up to them. She did not want her
amber eyes betraying her true heritage.

A long piketipped with asted blade lowered across her path, blocking the way. “What manner of
businessdo you have here at thistime of night?’

Mycelle again parted her cloak, reveding thetrio of hares. “Late-night meal for the captain of the guards.
He asked | bring him something tasty.” She let her cloak open farther to reved her figure' sample bosom,
shape-shifting dightly to swell the fullness even more. Are these tasty enough to passingpection?* she
asked with alascivious grin, tilting one hip to make the rabbits sway.

Neither guard noticed the hares.

With asingle finger, Mycelle reached and did aside the pike. “If you'll excuse me, I’ ve heard the
cgptain’ sgrown quite hungry.”

There was no resistance as she sauntered past, only amumbled protest. “ That damn captain getsall the
best—" «—rabbits* his partner finished.

Both guards guffawed and settled back to their posts.

Myecdle continued across the centra keep. Though the night had grown cold, sweet pebbled her brow.
Her limbs threatened to shake. She had to concentrate on walking sowly.

Climbing the gairstoward the main entrance to the castle, My-cdlle found the way thankfully unguarded.
It seemed the marauding force had grown complacent, content with the security of the entrenched
encampment and the legions of Grim loose in the surrounding forest.

She moved through the broken stone doors and sped deeper into the keep. She strode with more
assurance, knowing her way from here. Decades ago, she had trained in these very walls, learning the
way of the sword, and once done, she had sworn fedty to King Ry in the great feasting hal. But asshe
climbed the twining stairs and sped aong the dusty passages, she barely recognized the place. The once
neat and bright hallways were now dark and fouled. Broken furniture and refuse lay scattered. At the top
of one stairway, she found the old bones of a defender tumbled in acorner, bits of leather and cloth ill
clinging to them. She turned her face away and hurried on, chased by ghosts, while rats and other vermin
scurried from her path.

Thiswas not the castle she remembered.

Still, though the insides had been defiled, the Structure was the same. Mycdlle followed the last of the
winding staircases to the topmost level. She marched toward the terrace’ s open parapet. At the door,
she paused to check her weapons.

According to last night’ s reconnoitering, there were two guards.

Leaning against the door, she braced hersalf. No darm must be raised. She dipped out her pair of
throwing daggers and palmed them, testing their weight. Satisfied, she pulled the door’ slatch and rolled
through. One of the guards swung around at the squeak of hinges. She flew toward them.



“What are you—7?" Thefirst d' warf’ swords were diced from histhroat by the dagger now protruding
from under his chin. Blood spouted as he coughed and bumped backward.

His companion was amoment too dow in recognizing his fellow guardsman’ s distress. Before he could
turn, Mycelle was there, jamming her second dagger into the soft spot where the spine met the skull. She
dammed the hed of her hand againgt the pomme, driving its point deep into the brain. His body
spasmed, hiswide mouth opening and closing, slently gasping. Then his muscles gave out, and he
dumped to the stone.

Mycelle did not witness the end of her handiwork. Thefirst d warf had ripped the dagger from hisown
throat and tossed it aside.

In his other hand appeared along-hafted ax. He tried to sound the darm, but al that came out wasa
gurgle, hisvoice box abloody ruin.

Backing a step, Mycelle took in the stuation. The advantage of surprise was gone. The soldier spun his
ax illfully, fire and hate in hiseyes. She did not like her odds. Twin-hearted, d’ warves were hard to Kill,
and shewore an unfamiliar form—>but she had neither time nor magickal reserve to shift.

The d' warf attacked.

Mycelle whipped out her twin swords, caught the ax’ s haft in her crossed blades, and turned it away.
The axhead struck the granite floor, casting sparks a her heds. Mycelle danced, spinning and thrusting
her sword deep into her attacker’ sbelly.

With agrowl, the d warf heaved around, dragging the hilt from Mycelle' shand.

Mycelle backed, reduced to one weapon. She cursed her current form. It was too slow, too
thick-fingered.

The d warf, her siword hilt showing under hisrib cage, swung on Mycelle. Blood frothed histhick lips.
Theimpaled blade had not fazed the creature, no more than athornin hisside. His ax spun again.

The next strike aimed for Mycell€' s head. With no hope of deflecting the heavy weapon, she didn’t even
try. Ingtead she lunged toward her attacker, bringing herself under his guard. The oak haft struck her
shoulder, driving her to her knees. Using both hands, she drove her second sword up into hisbelly, then
rolled away. Shoving to her feet, she twisted around.

The d'warf had dropped to one knee, now impa ed with two blades, the last of Mycelle s weapons.
Using hisax asacrutch, he pushed himsdlf up and glared at her. He glanced to her empty hands, and a
bloody sneer formed as he straightened.

Now what ? Mycelle thought. She found her back against the parapet wall. Her left arm was amost limp,
numbed by the blow to her shoulder.

With amuted roar of victory, he rushed her, ax raised high.

Reacting on pure ingtinct, Mycelle dropped to the stone floor, legs diding out from under her, her back
griking the granite hard. Sheignored the blade aming for her face and lifted her feet. She caught the
dwarf inthebdly.

Helet out aloud oof, blood spraying from hislips—but till hisax fell.

Shekicked out with her feet, driving hisbulk asingle step back. Thrown off balance, the ax struck the



stone of the parapet just to the Side of Mycdlle' s head. Shefdt the jar of theimpact in her legs.

Reaching past her knees, she grabbed the hilts of her twin swords. In a clean sweep, she unsheathed
them from the guard’ sbelly.

He groaned and fell toward her, meaning to pin her.

Mycellelet him. In aflash of blades, she crossed her swords before her and kicked the guard’ slegs out
from under him, accelerating hisfal aop her.

Surprised, he tumbled, his neck faling squarely between the crossed blades. The weight of hisfal against
the twin razored blades finished the work started by the first dagger. His neck was diced dl theway to
his spine. He landed atop Mycelle, bleeding a hot lake across her face and upper chest.

Mycelle strained to move him, but he was too heavy. Blood filled her mouth and nose. She spat and
choked onit, coughing, close to drowning. Then the twin pumpsin his chest ceased their chugging bests,
and the flow dowed enough for her to catch her breath.

Still, she was trapped. He was too massive, too wide. Giving up, she fumbled to a pocket and pulled free
adlver coin, the prince' s coin: on one side, aleaping snow leopard, on the other, the visage of the
prince sfather, King Ry.

She kissed the eder’ sface, thanking him for her training, then closed her eyes. Xin, she slently willed.
Xin, hear me.

Almogt immediately, the coin grew warmin her hand. “ | hear you.”

Shesgnedinrdief. Earlier, it had been decided to use the coin to Sgnad the ship, asilent dispatch. Xin
hed been awaiting her call.

“Theway isclear,” shesad. “Bring theshipin.”

“// will be done. We come now.”

Mycelle pulled the coin closeto her lips. “Hurry...”
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K.RAL STARED ACROSS THE CELL AT LoRD TyrUS. The PRINCE WAS CURLED

on apileof straw. Ever sncethe man’ sjourney through the stone, Tyrus had grown ashen and sullen.
Kra matched his mood.

Lagt night, the prince had popped back through the cell’ swall, startling them al. Grabbing up the shreds
of hisclothes, he had hurriedly draped his naked form and hissed for them to remain quiet, warning that
Captain Brytton was on hisway down to check on them. Settling to the floor, Tyrusfeigned to be still
logt in amindless nightmare, while the others sprawled about the cell, looking tired and hopeless.

The prince’ swarning quickly proved true.

Moments later, the squat captain had shouted hisway down the row of cells, stopping at their cage. He
had stared between the bars, studying each for any subterfuge. Satisfied that his prisoners were il
secured, he had grunted angrily and svung away.

Later, Tyrus had explained what he overheard in the roya chambers—afoul plot unfolding in the north.



He had a so reported how hisfather’ s body had been possessed by a demon. Since then, Tyrus had
remained digtant.

Hearing the news, Krai aso withdrew. So the Dark Lord seeded some plot in the north—at the Citaddl.
He cringed at the thought. Whether he was a servant or not, Krai could not stomach his ancestral home
being tainted and possibly corrupted by black magicks. Conflicting loyatiestwisted ingde his chest: one
forged in darkfire, the other formed of stone. Asthe day wore on, the answer dowly dawned in Krai. He
hed aready defied the Dark Lord by coming here, abandoning the hunt for the wit’ ch. Having started
down this path, he would see it to the end. The Citadel would be his peopl€ sagain, eveniif it meant
thwarting his master’ s plan here.

Mogweed spoke up from across the cell, drawing Krai back to the present, where he sensed that night
had again falen. Mogweed nudged Tyrus. “1 gtill don’t seewhy you can't just walk through thewallsand
get the keys. Free us. Why are we rotting here in these dungeons?’

Tyrus, his eyes shadowed with circles, shook his head. “ And what then? There are over alegion of

d warves camped at the castle’ s gates. We' d be recaptured, and my secret would be revealed. Aslong
as| feign unconsciousness, it’ [l buy ustime. Il hunt again this night when the guard hereislighter and see
if I can learn more, something to free us.”

Mogweed dumped back againgt thewall. “| hate thiswaiting.”

“You' d hate more being in ad warf’s stew pot,” Nee' lahn snapped irritably. It wasthefirs timethe
nypha had spoken all day. Shelooked sickly. Her skin was blotched, her lips dried and shrunken. Her
hair hung lifdessto her shoulders.

Tyrus pushed to one e bow. “ Enough squabbling. I’ Il go search again. If the dungeon guard islight
enough, | can try taking them out, giving you dl achance to escape, but I'm staying here.”

Kra grumbled. “If you stay, sodo1.”
“And1,” Ne€'lahn whispered hoarsaly.
All their eyesturned to Mogweed. He sighed dramaticaly. “1’m not going by mysdlf.”

Kra nodded. “ Thenit’ sdecided. Tyrus, you search for any meansfor usto leave here. I’ ve heard tales
of secret passages that run the length of the North wall. What if we could makeit to one of those?’

Tyrusfrowned. “The passages are just myth. They don’t exist. Thereisonly one secret path, a secret
means of escape in case of attack. But | don't think we want to tread that path.”

“Where doesit lead?’ Krai asked.

“Tothe Dire Fel, the dark wood beyond the Wall, to the forest of the wraiths. But thereisno salvationin
that wood. None may walk it safely. It would be better to diein battle than be amed for the Grim.
Growing up here, | never understood why this secret exit was even built.”

“I know,” Nee'lahn said in adry rasp.
Tyrusglanced a her in surprise. “Why?’

She shook her head. “It no longer matters. Y ou're right. That path now only leads to a doom worse than
death.”



The prince' s eyes narrowed with suspicion. She met his gaze, unblinking.

Kra brokethe sllence. “Thenight isfull. Mayhap it would be best if you traveled the Wall again. See
what you can learn. | wager our captors patience wearsthin. I’ ve seen how the passing guards have
eyed our cdl with hunger.”

Tyrus nodded and scooted up. “Y ou' re right, mountain man. | fear how long the demoness wearing my
father’ sflesh will wait for

~etowake" He stood and shrugged out of historn clothes, showing ,0 shame at his nakedness. He
moved to thewall and placed his palms on the stone, caling up the magick.

Kra sensed the shift in energies. Soon Tyruswas sinking into thewall, vanishing away. The beast inside
Kra sniffed for asign of the prince but came up empty. Not even a heartbest.

Granite had absorbed granite.

Meric left the Sormwing under the charge of his second cousin. The ship floated a hundred spans above
the highest terrace of Castle Mryl, hidden in the icy miststhat cloaked the upper Northwall. Meric craned
his neck as he moved across the stone floor. His ship wasindiscernible, the only sign of it thelong trailing
rope linking the hidden vesse to its mooring point on the parapet.

He crossed to the others gathered in the shadows. Mycelle looked truly ghastly. Still formed in the shape
of ad'warf, her toadish body dripped with blood and gore. So shocked was he by her appearance,
Meric'sleft boot did from under him. He cartwhedled hisarms for balance and righted himself, scowling
at the dick pool of blood that had betrayed hisfooting. The entire narrow open terrace was treacherous
with blood and the bodies of the dead.

Meric straightened the lay of hisdark cloak and repositioned the pack on hisback, careful of its delicate
contents. “ Arewe ready?’ he asked as he joined the others.

Standing beside Mycelle were two of the eV’ in sailors, the most skilled with bow and dagger. Around
them prowled the wolf Fardae, who had been lowered in abasket. His keen nose would come in handy
in the search. Left aboard the Stormwing were the remaining crew, including Xin and the boy Tok. Xin's
ability to far-speak would alow the rescue team to keep in contact with the ship above.

“WEe'reready. Make haste,” Mycelle said, wrapping a clean cloak over her bloody clothes. “I know the
way to the dungeons, but | had best go first to make sure the halls are free of any prying eyes.”

Meric nodded. “ Then let’sgo. Silent and swift.”

Mycelleled the way, followed closely by Fardde. Meric and histwo crewmeates, the v’ in twins Pyllac
and Syllac, kept up the rear

Witch It at e guard. No one said aword as they worked their way down the flights of stairs and
halways. Mycelewould hurry ahead, then sgnal them with hand gesturesto proceed or hold.

By thislatein the evening, the upper tiers were deserted, and they made quick progress. But once they
neared the lowermost levels, servants and deepy-eyed guards wandered across their paths, and care had
to be taken.

Fardae dunk ahead of Meric, sticking to shadows. Mycelle dipped around a corner, then waved a halt.
She continued forward alone. Meric and Fardale crept to the corner and peeked past it. The hall ahead
was quite wide. Halfway down the passage, a dozen d' warves lounged around a game of



bones-and-cups. There was no way around them.

Mycelle approached, sauntering casudly. Words were exchanged, but they were in the d' warvish
tongue. Mycelle seemed to be arguing with them, clearly trying to get the group to shove off, but she was
not succeeding. Findly she leaned againgt the wal, one hand signaing behind her back.

Beready to fight. Wait for my signal.

Meric shrugged out of hisbulky pack and set it down with care. Next he dipped free his blade. Ready,
he fed magick into hislimbs. An €Vv'in could move with blinding speed for short bursts. Meric
remembered his sword battle with Krai in the underground warrens of the rock’ goblins. It seemed a
lifetimeago.

Behind him, hiselv'in companions set quarrelsinto their crossbows, while Farda e crouched, teeth bared.

Down the hall, Mycdlle shoved off the wall, two swords gppearing in her figs asif from thinair. She
drove them through the throats of the nearest two and twisted. Blood sprayed the wall.

Thed warf band sat stunned a moment, then reacted with aroar.

Mycelle abandoned her swords and rolled away. Daggers appeared in her fingers, flashing in the
torchlight. She tossed oneinto the eye of ad warf holding ahandful of coins. Bits of copper and Slver
showered into the air as he fell backward, dead before his head hit the stone. She threw her second
dagger just as surely. Another dropped, ahide cup rolling from his dead fingers.

Meric wasimpressed. Four dead in the span of amoment. Clearly she was growing accustomed to
fighting in her bulky form.

But now the advantage of surprise was over; the other eight
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d warves drew weapons and sprang to their feet. Mycelle danced away down the hdll, drawing their
attention to her. Empty-handed, she sgnaled Meric.

With the d' warves backsturned, Meric led the charge, sword raised. He flashed down the hall, a ghost
in slver. Two dropped quickly to the poisoned bolts of thetwins crossbows, and athird died upon the
lightning-quick blade of Meric—two jabs, piercing both hearts, and a dice across the throat. Meric
kicked the body over, toppling it across the spread of tossed bones.

Now the hall waslittered with bodies, and the true melee began— five againgt five.
Fardale knocked over athick-limbed d' warf and ripped teeth into histhroat. Meric |looked away.

The two twins nocked up two more quarrels, but the fighting was fierce. Working as ateam, they swung
on ad warf that sprinted down the hdl, attempting to flee and raise the darm. Two feathered barbs
gprouted in his back. He continued to run until his pumping hearts fed the poison throughout his body and
he sumbled to hisknees, skidding, then fell facefirg.

Meric ducked an ax swing. The blade whistled over the crown of his head. He bounced back up, sword
tip leading. The blade pierced the d warf’ s groin and drove upward. Moving faster than the average eye
could follow, Meric dragged his hilt up, splitting the d warf’ sbelly from stem to stern. A dather of
intestines and organs spilled across the sone floor.



Meric legped away. The d' warf, dill dive, sumbled after theelv'in, ax raised. But hisown bowes
betrayed him. He dipped on the blood and the loops of gut, and crashed to the floor. He writhed, but
could not rise.

Swinging around, Meric saw Fardderip into the hamstring of another d’ warf, bringing the squat creature
toppling down. Thedv’in twinswere dready there, abandoning their crossbows in such close fighting
and attacking the downed d' warf with their long daggers.

Meric spun again. Down the hal, he saw the last and largest d warf closing in on the weaponless
Mycelle. She backed againgt the far wall, hands raised, ready to fight bare fist against iron ax.

Meric touched his magick but felt the leaden pull of hislimbs. He had no reserve of lightning speed.
“Mycdlel” hecdled to her.
V.MVTA

Mycelle crouched, looking for some weaknessin the other’ s de-fense. Her eyesflicked over her
opponent. He handled his ax expertly, baanced evenly. From the top of hisax, a sharp spike of iron
protruded long enough to impale asmall adversary. A wicked weapon.

She clenched afigt. If she could hold him off long enough, perhaps the others could cometo her aid.

As she studied him, a swordbreaker appeared in his other hand. The long dagger was deeply notched,
meant to trap and break an opponent’ s blade. But this night, there was no sword to break; its sharp point
and single-edged blade would do enough damage. The d warf rolled the small weapon in hislarge grip,
moving it as comfortably as abaker would a spoon.

Unlike the guard on the terrace, this d’ warf was not about to underestimate her. He moved in for aswift
but cautiouskill.

Mycelle heard Meric cdl from down the hal, but she knew no aid could come from that quarter fast
enough.

“Prepareto die, traitor,” he grumbled at her asif he were chewing rocks.

Mycdll€e s eyes narrowed, readying hersdalf. But she knew the battle was lost. Not only was she
wegponless, she was exhausted and shaky from the long night of fighting.

The d' warf lunged, swiping in with both ax and dagger. She moved a step forward, twisting Sdeways,
attempting to duck under his guard, but her attacker was not so easily fooled. The point of the dagger
skimmed her side, forcing her back into the path of the descending ax blade. Encircled by blades,
Mycelle knew her doom.

Ducking away, she prepared to take the ax blow to the shoulder, praying for aglancing blow—but the
strike never happened.

Iron rang on stone.

Mycelle glanced up and saw an arm sprouted out of the wall—an arm of granite! Stone fingers were
latched to the haft of the ax, stopping its descent.

A voicewhispered in her ee-—from thewall. “Move asde, Mycdlle, unless you wish your death.”

She recognized the taunting, sarcastic voice. “ Tyrus?’
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“Move, shape-shifter!”

Though she did not understand this miracle, she ducked and rolled from beneath the imprisoned ax.
Her d' warf attacker, too stunned to respond, let her escape.

A few steps away, she twisted back around. The d’ warf tugged on hiswegpon, trying to free itsfrom
Tyrus stone grip. Hefailed. Instead, as he pulled, Tyrus was drawn forth from the wall, stepping forth as
afigure of granite.

The d warf jabbed around Tyrus' torso with his dagger, meaning to puncture akidney, but the blade
shattered against the stone. Tyrus smiled and dragged his other arm from thewall. Initsgrip wasalong
sword, adiver of granite formed from the substance of the wall itself.

His smile hardened to a sneer. He swung the blade and impaled the d warf. “ Thisisfor Castle Mryl!” He
yanked out hisweapon and plunged it in again. “And thisisfor my people!”

Free of the wall, the magick faded from his skin, and granite flesh became pae skin again. Naked, Tyrus
pulled his blade from the bloody d' warf. The ax fell from the creature sthick fingers. Tyrustook his
granite sword in both hands and swung from the hip, twisting his body with dl the muscle of histaut form.
The blade ran clean through the d warf’ s neck, dicing through both flesh and bone. The large pumpkin
head went flying, striking awal and bouncing off.

Tyrus sraightened, sword till held in both hands. “ And that was for my father,” he said to the
decapitated figure asit fell backward.

Mycelle approached the prince with caution. His body shook with pain and fury. “Tyrus. .
He glanced up at her, therage dying in hiseyes. “What are you doing here?’

She kept her eyes diverted from his nakedness. He was the son of the man to whom she had sworn
fedty. “We cameto rescue you.”

“Who?’

Mycelle nodded at the approach of the others. “I think you remember Meric from the docks of Port
Rawl.”

“Oneof thedlies of thewit’ ch. The burned one.”

“I"ve mended from my injuries,” Meric said, sheething his sword and introducing his eV’ in compatriots.
Tyrus patted the wolf on the shoulder as he came nosing forward.
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“Good to see you again, too, Fardale.” He then turned to those gathered around him and bowed dightly.
“Welcome to my home. Welcometo Castle Mryl.”

Mycelle was surprised at the amount of dignity the man could assume even when naked as anewborn.
Meric met hisbow and explained briefly about the Stor mwing while Mycelle marched back to the dead
and sifted through the bodies for her weapons. Once returned, she asked, “What of the others?
Mogweed, Krai, Ne€' lahn.”



Tyrus shook free a cloak from the dead and wrapped it about himself. “In the dungeons. I'll take you to
them. With the ship above, we now have a means of escape.” He began to lead the way.

Mycelle glanced to the blank wall from which he had stepped.
Tyrusnoticed her atention. “An extragift of the Wall to the royd family.”
She nodded, though she scarcely understood. Explanations would have to wait another day.

Asagroup, they continued down the hals. With Tyrus' ability to meld into the wall and snesk upon the
unwary, it was not long until the group moved past the guardroom and into the dungeons.

Mycelle unlocked the cell.
Kra wasthefirg out. His eyes were wide upon the newcomers. “Meric?’
Thedv'inlord nodded in greeting. “1t' sbeen along time, mountain man.”

Mogweed followed next, supporting Nee' lahn under an arm. Fardale nosed histwin brother, whining a
greeting. Mogweed briefly acknowledged his brother, but groaned under the thin weight of the nyphai.
“Sheweakens,” he said. “We mudt return her to the forest. Leave thissick placeto the d warves.”

“No,” Mycdle sad. “Not until we discover the wheregbouts of the Griffin Weirgate.”

Tyrusfrowned. “Weirgate? | know nothing of such athing, but | do know the griffin beast has returned to
someroost in the north.”

“At the Citadd,” Kra added. “We must go there!”

Mycelle nodded. “Wewill. We must. Come. I’ll explain on the way up to the Stormwing. The Griffin
Gate must be destroyed.”

“Wait,” Meric said, his eyeswide upon the resurrected nyphai. He fumbled with his bulky, oversized
pack and fished insde. He removed a velvet-wrapped object. Lifting it, he peeled back the covers

o reved the samadl musica ingtrument protected insde. The lute' s heartwood shone with such luster that it
seemed to glow warmly with itsown inner light. As he offered the tiny instrument to Neg' lahn, the
dark-grained whorls churned with gold. “1 think thisisyours,” Meric whispered on bended knee.

Her fingerstrembling, Nee'lahn accepted her lost Iute. It was asif a severed limb were returned to her.
She sghed asthe warm wood met her skin, the touch of sunlight after an endless night. She stroked the
instrument’ s skin, sensing the trace of spirit in thewood. She brought it to her lipsand kissed it gently.
Beloved, she whispered silently, abrush of breath upon the wood.

Her eyes brimmed with tears as shelooked up at Meric. “Thank you.” Already vitdity infused her limbs.
She was able to stand on her own—two halves made whole.

“We must be off,” Tyrusinterrupted. “The dead will soon be discovered. We must be gone before the
castle rouses.”

They quickly freed the other prisonersin the neighboring cdlls: two unlucky woodsmen who had been
captured by theraiders, food for the pot. Unfortunately, the man with the burned ssumps for legswas
found dead in his cell. He had chewed through his own tongue, drowning and choking himsdlf to death.

“Poor man,” Neg'lahn said sadlly.



No one spoke from there, but smply moved on, backtracking through to the guardroom and up into the
centra keep. Tyrusand Mycdleled the way, Meric and Ne€ [ahn next. The rest trailed with Krai in the
rear. The mountain man found their stolen gear and suppliesin the guardroom. He had hisax in hand
again, and Tyrushisfamily’ ssword.

In along thin parade, the group trod up the many stairs and through many twists and turns. Tyrus knew
the castle well and guided them quickly and steadily, ducking through rooms and out into other hdls. It
was awinding path through agranite maze.

Nee lahn barely noticed at first. Her only concern was the lute in her arms, hugged to her chest. Its
warmth seeped into her core, spreading through her limbs. Her sight became sharper, her senses more
acute. It was asif she were waking after along dream.

At thetop of awinding staircase, Tyrus paused, letting the line of stragglers dong the Sairs closeranks.
“It'snot much farther,” he called down, encouraging them. “ Another four levels”

Next, Tyrusled them off the stairs and into alofty Sde chamber, adesolate ballroom with frescoed walls.

AsNee'lahn stepped from the stairs and into the room, she felt a pluck on the magick insde her—a
vibration that shook her limbs. She ssumbled to a stop at the doorway. “ Something... something
comes.”

With the wordsjust out of her mouth, a scream arose from down the stairs. Mycelle and Tyrus returned
to Nee'lahn'sside.

“What isit?’ Meric asked, unsheething along, thin blade,

The answer came soon enough. Mogweed and Fardale flew up out of the darkness of the lower
sairwell. “D’warves! Scores of them!” Mogweed skidded to a stop at the entrance to the ballroom.
“Kral isholding them off as he retreats, but arrows took out the two woodsmen. And one of theev'in
twinstook an arrow through the shoulder.”

Tyrus barked commands. “ Get everyone insde!” He waved at the ballroom. “We can bar this door,
dow them enough for usto reach the ship.” Tyrus pulled one of the thick double doors closed. Mycelle
moved to the others.

In moments, the eV’ in archers came limping up the steps. One leaned heavily on histwin, hisshoulder a
bloody wound with afeathered shaft protruding from it. The sounds of combat—roars of rage and clash
of iron on iron—echoed up the Saircase.

“Closethe door!” Mogweed cried out, retreating from the threshold.
Mycelle held the second door cracked open. “Not until Krai gets here!”

Tyruswas ready with the bar. Meric looked after his kinsmen and helped the pair deeper into the
balroom.

Suddenly, Krai burst through the doorway, wild-eyed, chest heaving, covered head to foot with blood
and gore.

Nee lahn gasped, stumbling afew steps away. It took her amoment to recognize their companion. For a
flickering moment, she had seen amongter instead of the mountain man. She blinked away theimage as
Mycelle dammed the door and Tyrus did in the thick bar.



“Quickly!” the prince of the castle called out. “ Out the far door.”
Meric took the lead with the injured.
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As Nee'lahn stepped to follow, she redlized the strange welling -ensation in her chest had not abated. In
fact, it had grown worse. Strange vibrations strummed through her. “Wait!” sheydled sharply, drawing
al their eyes.

Meric turned. The dv'in twins bumbled on ahead toward the distant door. “What is— 7"

Thefar stone portals burst open behind Meric, casting shards into the room, throwing the elv'in prince to
the floor. Histwo kinsmen were not as lucky. The wounded one took ablow to the face, falling
backward, nose smashed. His brother was struck by aflying shard to the leg, breaking the thin bones
and crumpling him to thefloor.

Meric rolled to hisfeet, meaning to go to their aid. Mycelle and Tyrus ran with weaponsin hand. Krai
and Fardale guarded the barred door, along with Nee'lahn and Mogweed.

“No!” Nee lahn warned from behind the mountain man’ s shoulder..

Through smoke tainted with sulfurous brimstone, two figures strode into the room. Nee' lahn recognized
them both: Captain Bryt-ton, the d warf leader, and an old familiar face, King Ry.

But when the latter spoke, it was clear that the king was here only in body, not spirit. “It seemsthe dance
isabout to begin,” the bearded figure said in ahigh, sibilant voice, so unlike the hard shape it wore. The
demon-possessed figure waved ahand around the ballroom. “But where are the mingtrels and songbirds?
Where are the courtly dancers?’

‘It syour father!* Mycelle gasped, lowering her sword. "No,” Tyrus said, raisng hiswesgpon higher. “No
|Orge,..”

“So the princeling haswoken, | see.” Thefigure of King Ry spread hisarms. “ Cometo me, my son.” The
voice rang with high-pitched laughter.

Tyrus spat. His spittle arced across the space, striking the possessed in the face.

The demoness did not bother to wipe the spittle away asit dripped into the snowy beard. “Isthat any
way to greet your elder?’ The creature strode forward, now exuding an oily darkness, revealing itstrue
form. It stepped between the two fallen v'in brothers. Black tendrils wafted out from theking's
fingertips, like curling ebony serpents.

Nee lahn’sinner magick thrummed to the energiesin the room recognizing it. Swveet Mother ... no! She
knew what manner of beast possessed good King Ry.

The snaking bits of darkness |lashed out to either side, biting into the prone ev’in twins. Asthe darkness
touched them, their bodies racked with agony, mouths open in silent screams.

Tyrus and Mycelle rushed forward, but a second legion of d' warves flooded into the room, bristling with
wespons, warding them away.

Onthefloor, the dv’in twins continued to writhe. Sowly, their skin was drawn to bone; their bodies



curled in on themsalves, bones twisting, asthe life force of the brothers was sucked into the darkness. In
moments, only dried husks remained on the sonefloor.

Theface of King Ry was ripe with pleasure, eyes aglow with adark light.

Mycelle tugged Tyrus back as the figure stepped toward them. “I know this creature. It's one of the
Grim, thewraithsof Dire Fdl.”

Before them all, the darkness continued to pour forth, fed with blood, seeking more. Soon the true guise
of the possessor took shape around the body of the king—ashred of night, all darkness and blood lust.

Nee'lahn knew she had to act lest they al be destroyed. She stepped around the broad back of the
mountain man. “Let uspass!” she caled out to the apparition.

A disdainful face turned her way. “Who seeksto order in such asweet voice?’

Nee'lahn stepped more fully forward and raised her lute, letting it settle easily into her hands. A fingernail
touched asingle string, and the weak note pierced across the room with devastating effect.

Thefigure of King Ry crumbled backward, itsliving shadow redling asif from amighty gust of wind. A
dhriek arose from the darkness: the familiar wail of the Grim.

“You know who | am, don’t you?’ Nee'lahn plucked a second string. “Y ou know the magick in the
wood, the power of woodsong.”

The demoness swung on the captain of the d warves. “Y ou’ ve brought anyphai here! How could you,
you fool 7’

Captain Brytton shook his head. “Impossible. The nyphal aredl dead.”
“Not dl of them! Oneyet lives” A finger was pointed at Ne€'lahn. “Y ou fool!”

Nee' lahn continued to step forward, fingers now moving brightly acrossthe lute. Chords and notes
echoed off thewall. Thewraith wailed again.

“I don’'t know who you are,” Ne€'lahn said. “But you serve the wrong master. Have you forgotten the
song of the True Glen?’ Her fingers danced across the strings, conjuring up memories of green lifeand
purple blossoms fairy lights and hummingbirds.

“No!” Thewraith pulled free of its possessed body and retreated. King Ry’ s body, now an empty shell,
collapsed to thefloor.

“Remember!” Neg lahn urged, following the cresture. “ Remember who you arel”

“No!” Thewraith screamed in ahigh-pitched child’ s voice and flew back into the ranks of the d’ warves.
Whereit passed, it |eft behind a path of destruction. D’ warvesfell dead on the spot. Othersfled,
breaking ranks and running from the ballroom.

“I command thee to remember!” Nee lahn cdled, singing, adding her voice to the chorus of thelute's
woodsong.

Thewailing died away. A smaler, scared voice rose from the shred of living darkness asit paused by the
door. “I... | cannat...” Then the Grim fled, leaving an echoing cry behind it. Clearly wary of the magick
here, Captain Brytton caled aretreat and backed out of the ballroom, regrouping his damaged troops.



Mycelle ran forward and checked the hall. “ They’ ve gathered just around the bend. We must move out
now before they grow bold again.”

The sharp sound of stedl on stone drew Nee' |ahn' s attention back to the ballroom. Tyrus leaned over his
father’ sbody, sword in hand. Hisfather’ s head lay cleaved from its neck. “1 will not give the demon a
placeto roost. At least, not in my father.”

Mogweed and Fardae joined Mycelle by the door. “Let’sgo.”

Mogweed urged.

Kra helped move Tyrusfrom hisfather’ sside. “Theré |l betimefor buridsand prayerslater.”

“There sno blood,” Tyrussaid dully, pointing with his sword.

Nee'|ahn stepped to the prince s other side. “He waslong dead. An empty vessd for the... for the...”
Tyrus swung on her, eyes hard asthe black granite. “What? 'Y ou know more than you say!”

Nee lahn clasped her lute across her chest protectively.

Meric cameto her aid. “Leave her, Lord Tyrus. Such matters are best discussed well away from here.”

Mycelle agreed and ordered them to follow. She ducked out the door and raced down the hall, opposite
where the d warf host re-gathered. In atangled group, they fled.

“I know the way from herel” Mycelle called back. She fumbled a coin from a pocket and clutched it to
her lips. “ Xin, hear me!”

Nee lahn heard no answer, but in afew steps, Mycelle sumbled to astop, pausing at the entrance to
another winding staircase. After afew hushed heartbeats, Mycelle lowered the coin, fingers
white-knuckled around it.

She turned to them. “Trouble. The Sormwing had to break its mooring and flee. They had been
discovered. Thetop terrace now crawlswith d' warves. Another trap.”

Meric sthin lipsfrowned deeply. “What are we to do? We can’t go up. We can't go back.”
They dl remained slent.

Findly, Nee lahn answered. “We go down.” She pointed toward the stairs that wound back into the
depths of the castle. Sheturned to Lord Tyrus. “The secret tunnel you mentioned in the cell. Take us
there”

“But it only leadsto the Dire Fell. Even you said that path is degth.”
“No longer.” Nee'lahn held up the lute. * A way opens.”

“How?

She shook her head. “Lead us”

Tyrushit hislip inindecision, eyes narrowed with suspicion of her. Behind them, aroar arose from
Captain Brytton' sforces. “They come!” Mycdle sad.

Tyrus scowled and hurried forward. “Thisway then.” He raced down the steps, taking them two at a



time

Meric followed behind Neg [ahn. It did not take magick to sense the tenson flowing from the small
nyphai. Her arms hugged the lute to her chest, her face—when he glimpsed it—was pae. Tyrusled the
way down at afurious pace as the booming calls of the d’ warves gave chase. Nee' |ahn stcumbled to keep

up.
Moving to her side, Meric gripped her elbow, supporting her.

FtMhi't?

“You don't haveto do this” hewhispered, careful to keep their words private.
“We have no other choice.”

“It'snot too late. We could try to forge a path through the encircled encampment. If we could reach the
forests of the Western—"

“Thereisno going back. Y ou saw what lurked in King Ry.”
“Oneof theGrim.”
Nee' lahn glanced hard a him. “Both of us know better than that.”

Meric lowered hisface. “ Can you control them? Will the lute’ s song enchant the wraiths long enough for
usto passthrough the Dire Fell?’

“I believe so. Memories hold great power. They will either flee or become enthraled. Either way, they
should leave us safe”

“But what of the onewho possessed King Ry? Where was her madness? Though clearly bent to the
Dark Lord, shewaslucid, calculating.”

Nee lahn shook her head. “The Gul’ gothal demon must have found away to untwist the damage. But |
don’t know why she servesthe Black Beast.”

Sudden insght dawned in Meric. Herecaled his own darkfiretrid in the cellars under the ancient keep of
Shadowbrook. “ She must have been forged, changed into aniill’ guard.”

Nee'lahn frowned at him, not understanding.

Meric explained. “If the Black Heart can use his dark magicksto endave an el ementd, bend the pure
magick and spirit to hiswill, then perhaps, while forging this spirit, the Dark Lord' sfiery process
unwound what was twisted, alowing this one' s sanity to return, warped though it may be.”

Nee' lahn seemed to grow paler. “If hecould doitto one...”
“He could do it to the entire host.”

Nee'lahn began to tremble. “That must not happen. I’ d rather them al destroyed, than turned against the
world.”

Meric pulled the nypha under hisarm. “We Il not let it happen.”

Sheleaned into hisarms.



Below, Tyrus cameto ahalt between floors. He placed his hands on the neighboring wall, eyes drifting
closed. Then he shoved, and a section of blank wall swung open—a secret door. He grabbed atorch
from asconce. “Thisway! It'snot much farther.” w11 <; H UATE

The prince ducked through the threshold and closed it after them, then continued on.

Meric and Nee'lahn followed. Beyond the door was along, narrow passage. It ran Straight. They
followed the flickering torch as Tyrusran. It seemed like forever until the end was reached. The passage
ended at ablank wall of granite—a dead end.

Asthe others gathered, Tyrus knelt and picked up something glittering from the floor. He turned withitin
his hand. It wasasimple circlet of gold, unadorned except for athumb-sized inset of polished black
granite shaped likeasmal gar. Tyrus fingersshook ashe held it.

Mycdlleidentified the discarded object. “The crown,” she said in ahushed voice. “The crown of Castle
Mryl.”

“My father’scrown,” Tyrus said. He stared back at the blank wall. “He camethisway.”

“After thefdl, he must have attempted to escape. One last desperate act.” Mycelle shook her head
sdly.

Tearsfilled the prince’ s eyes. He clutched the crown in one hand and moved to the blank wall and
touched it with hisfree hand. “And hefailed.” Tyrusturned to Ne€ lahn. “Beyond herelliesthe Dire Fell.
Y ou said before that you knew why this secret passage had been built. | want to know why. My father
took this path, and it led to hisdeath. .. and worse. Why should we trust your word now?’

Nee' lahn glanced to the floor.

Meric gripped her dbow. “Tel him.”

“Open thedoor, and I'll tel you al.”

Mogweed scooted nearer. “Isit safe?’
“Aslong as| havethelute, no harm will come.”

Tyrus hesitated, then turned to the wall and placed a hand on its surface. In moments, his hand grew as
black asthe granite and sank into its depths. Meric watched the prince concentrate, hisarm moving asif
his sunken fingers were manipulating something insde the rock.

A loud crack sounded. Tyrus gasped and pulled his hand from the rock. “ Thelock was very old” wasall
he said.

Using his shoulder, Tyrus pushed, and adoor opened in the wall, swinging outward. Lifting historch,
Tyrus ducked through the portal and out into the night.

The othersfollowed, stepping from stone to soft loam.

Ahead, the dark forest of the Dire Fell opened before them. Jvlonstrous trunks climbed high into asky
obscured by twisted and |eafless branches. Massive roots, knobbed and protruding, created awoody
maze of barked arches and colonnades. Benegth it all huddled an underbrush of sallow ferns and prickly
bushes.

Theforest lay silent. Not abird twittered; not an insect whirred.



Tyrusturned to Nee'lahn. “What secret do you know of the Dire
FI?

“I know all its secrets,” Nee'lahn said softly. She stepped forward, staring into the forest, tears on her
cheeks. Then she turned and faced the others and lifted an arm to encompass the entire wood. “Thisis
my home. ThisisLok’a’ hera”

No one spoke for severa moments, too stunned.

“Y our home?’ Mycelle asked with stunned disbelief.

Nee'lahn nodded.

“And what of thewraiths?” Tyrusasked coldly. “The Grim?’

Nee' lahn glanced to her toes. “ They arethe last of my people.”

Tyrus stepped toward her, murder in his eyes, but Mycelle stopped him. “Let her speak.”

“Agesago,” Nee'lahn said dully, not looking up, “long before the coming of man to these shores, the
forests of Lok’ al” hera spread from coast to coast. In our arrogance, we tried to reshape the Land,
bringing down mountains so more trees could be seeded. But one day, agreat Blight was cast on the
wind. Trees began to die, twisting on themselves, leavesfaling dead. The nyphai tied to these treeswere
not left unchanged. Asthe woodsong of their bonded trees was warped, so were my sister’ s spirits,
ripping them from the flesh and changing them into the mad wraiths—the Grim.”

“But why did this happen?’ Mycedlle asked. “Where did this Blight come from?’

Nee'lahn glanced gpologeticdly at Meric. “1n our continued arrogance, we blamed the ev’in, thinking
they had betrayed us. But now | know better. It wasthe Land itself, warring against our attempt to
thwart the natural order. We had grown too haughty and were punished for it. The disease ate away our
forests until there was only thissmdl grove here at the northern edge.”

“And the rest of the blighted forest?” Mycelle asked softly. “Where did it go?’
Nee lahn’ svoice choked. “We burned it. By our own hand, we
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torched the diseased trees, hoping to burn away the sickness before it threatened thislast section of the
woods. During the great conflagration, ash clouds hid the sun for many moons.*

Nee lahn wiped at her eyes. “But eventualy new growth took root in the razed lands, and green shoots
grew forth from ash. Asthis new forest took shape, the Northwall and the Southwall formed, thrusting up
and encircling the Western Reaches, giving form to the Land' swill that this burgeoning forest be
protected and cherished. And over the centuries, the Western Reaches was born, birthed from our fires.”

“And your own glen?’

“Qur efforts had failed. We did not escape the Blight. Trapped beyond the wall, our trees continued to
dieuntil only the smalest grove at its heart survived. By thistime, man had come to inhabit the lands of
Alasea. The magick of the Chyric mages helped sustain us. This new magick held off the Blight and kept
the surrounding Grim at bay. But with thefadl of Chi, we became defensdess again. The Blight returned
to threaten the last of our trees. The Grim grew stronger. The Northwall became home to the Dro, human



dliesof the Land charged with keeping the Grim from penetrating the Western Reaches. Thelast of my
sgersjoined the Dro and their kingsin this cause.” Ne€ lahn glanced to Tyrus. “Hence, the secret
passage through the wall: an unspoken pact between our two peoples.”

Nee' lahn turned to the forest. “But eventually there was just my lonetree, the sole survivor. The lute was
carved fromits heart, and using the last dregs of Chyric magick, my bonded’ s spirit was moved into the
lute swood, preserving it from the Blight and alowing me to search the lands of Alaseafor acure.”

Mycele moved and touched the nyphai’ s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Neg' [ahn.”

Tyrus seemed little swayed by her story. Hiseyesremained dark. “ And these wraiths, these blighted
spirits of your people—they’ll dlow usjust to pass?’

Neg lahn raised the lute. “ The pure woodsong will keep them at bay.”

Meric stepped forward. “Likeit drove away the Grim that possessed your father, Tyrus.”
“Thewraiths of my people cannot stand to hear the old songs, to
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remember the True Glen. It forces them to face memoriesthat are too painful. They will not come near
us. This| promise.”

Tyrus face remained hard as he closed the secret door. “ Then let usgo,” he said, stepping away from
the Wall and toward the forest. “L et us seek out this griffin beast and return the north to its peoples.”

This earned agrowled assent from Krai.

Nee'lahn stepped to the prince’ s side and touched hiselbow. “I’'m lorry for your father, Lord Tyrus.
Fifteen winters ago, it was King Ry who opened this very door to alow me passage into the south. He
knew terrible times were coming, and an even greater darkness than the Grim was taking root in the far
north. He was agood man.”

Tyrus grumbled something under his breath, but his shoulderswere lesstight, lessangry.
Nee' lahn bowed her head.

Meric joined her, walking in sllence asthey entered the edge of the dark forest. “1 know that was hard,”
he consoled her. “But in these times, secrets are as dangerous as magick. Only truth will set usfree”

“Thank you, Meric,” she said with atired amile.
Digantly, asinglewail echoed through the foret, full of hunger and fraught with madness.

Mogweed edged closer with Fardae at his side. Hiswords were full of sourness and spite. “Welcome
home, Nee'lahn.”

Meric scowled at the bitter-tongued shape-shifter.

But Nee'lahn seemed not to have heard him. Instead, she raised her lute and began to srum adow
mel ody, the notes as haunted as the deep forest. She dipped ahead of the rest, leading the way into the
darkness of the Dire Fell.

Book Three



Atop the deck of the Eagle's Fury, Joach studied the surrounding lands far below. The sun besat
mercilesdy, and the heat could not be escaped. Taught by the v’ in sailors, Joach wore a bit of folded
tartan atop his head, keeping the sun from his face and neck. Standing middeck, he stared out past the
rals

The terrain below was a broken waste of sand and rock. Sun-blasted mesas and deep canyons
crisscrossed the landscape under the ked of the mighty windship. The region, known as the Crumbling
Mounds, was where the southern end of the mountainous Teeth waned down into dry foothills before
disappearing completely into the endless sands of the Southern Wastes. Few lived among the scrabbled
ciffsand flinty scarps. At night, occasional camps could be seen by their campfires, most likdly silk
caravans crossing the harsh land. The only true inhabitants were the thick-browed giants who roamed
these lands, living in deep caves away from the sun, coming out only to hunt at night.

Behind him, Joach heard addlighted giggle. He turned. Under the shade of the sals, the nKeda
was playing agame with atiny child. The pair knelt over atumble of thin sticks, carefully attempting to
remove each piece of wood without disturbing the others.

Kedabent with her nose amost touching the pile, her fingersteasing free adiver of wood. Suddenly her
hand jerked, and the pile of sticks crumbled.

Onthe other Sde, the smal child clapped her hands with ddlight, laughing brightly. “1 win! | win!”

Kedadraightened up. “You'retoo good at this, little flower.” The child clambered to her feet and dove
at the, assassin, giving her afirm hug.

Kedareturned the affection, squeezing her tightly, and did smoothly to her feet, pulling the girl up into her
arms. Turning, she found Joach staring at her. The dim smile on her face hardened.

With afina squeeze, Kedalowered the child to the planks and patted her on the backside. “ Sheeshon,
why don't you find Hunt? Get him to fetch you atreet for winning.”

The girl bobbed her head vigoroudy and ran off, al legsand aflag of black hair.

Wearing afrown, Joach watched her disappear down the aft hatch. Though the girl had been born
among the Dre rendi, she bore the likeness of the mer’ai: webbed fingers and toes, glassy inner eydlids.
Joach was gtill not comfortable with ayoungster of just Six wintersjoining them on thisrisky venture. But
the child, Sheeshon, had come aboard with Hunt, the high keel’ s son. The odd pair shared some strange
bond, tied to magicks and old oaths. “ Sheismy charge,” Hunt had said firmly as he boarded. “| swore a
blood oath to her grandfather to watch over her.”

Kedaknet back down and began to collect the sticks from the deck.

Joach stepped to her side. They had been en route toward the Southwall for almost a quarter moon, and
he had spoken barely aword to her. She glanced up at him. Her deep violet eyes flashed in the bright
light, cutting to his heart.

Swallowing hard, he turned away. He still had trouble reconciling the kitchen scullion named Martawith
this smooth assassin. How easily his heart had been tricked.

Kedacleared her throat. “Why don’'t you cometry your hand at this game? It’ snot as easy asit
appears.”



“I have no timefor games,” he said coldly, but hislegs refused to move.

“Yes, you looked so busy there standing by therail. Besides, it’snot just agame. It'saguild exercise
tool, used to train apprenticesin the subtle movements of fingers and hand.” loach scowled. “An
n'sgame. Then I’ll have nothing to do with it.”

“‘Fradl’'ll win?

He turned and found her staring up at him with one eyebrow raised coyly. He hesitated, feding his neck
growing red, then swung to the far sde of the pile and collapsed to his knees. “ Throw the sticks.”

She collected the remaining bits of wood, tapped them into order in both her fists, then tossed theminto a
thick pile, like atumbled deadfall in the degp wood. “Y ou have to choose carefully. Pluck atwig without
moving any others”

“I' know how to play.”
“So you' ve been spying on us.”

Joach glanced up. She cocked her head. Her amber hair, braided into atail, hung over one shoulder.
“It' sasmple enough game,” he answered.

“ Sometimes the smplest games are the most tricky. Pick astick.”

Joach chose carefully. A gtick from the top of the pile. A deft pluck should leave those under it
undisturbed. He used hisleft hand, since his right was missing two fingers. As he reached, concentrating,
hisfingerstrembled. He pulled back, clenched afist, then reached again. Thistime he tweezed the small
diver of wood and removed it cleanly. He sat back up. “Done!”

“Very good,” Kedawhispered, and bent over the pile. She studied it with narrowed eyes. First from the
right, then the left. From top to bottom. Findlly, she chose astick near the very bottom—arisky move
with the other sticks piled atop it. Her fingers darted forward, amost too fast for the eye to follow, and
the stick appeared in her hand. “Done,” she said, placing her token near her bare knee.

Joach stared at the pile. How had she done that? He reached to another stick from the top and
removed it without disturbing the rest.

She nodded and took another twig from the middle of the pile.

After sx more exchanges—Joach plucking from the top and Kedaremoving diversfrom the
bottom—Joach’ s brow was beaded with swest. His pams were damp. She moved with such assurance,
lightning quick. Joach knew he was outmatched and that Keda had |et Sheeshon win the earlier games.

Hisfingersreached again, trembling. Hefdt her eyesdrilling into him. He could hear her breathing, smell
her pleasant scent. Lavender . Distracted, he glanced up at her.

She nodded to the pile. “Y our move.”

Joach bit hislower lip and leaned close to the pile, beetling his brow with concentration. He reached for a
twig baanced on the top. An easy target. Acrossthe pile, Kedamade a chirping noise deep in her
throat, warning him away.

Joach scowled. He would not be tricked. His fingers steadied. He reached and plucked the stick without
disturbing any of the others. He held it up proudly. “Done. Now it's your—"



Kedapointed to the pile. It trembled and collapsed in upon itsalf. Joach stared, stunned, suspecting some
trickery. “How... ?’

“Sometimes,awall isonly as strong asitsroof.” Joach’s mouth hung open. He knew he had not only
been outplayed, but outfoxed, too. She had skillfully hollowed out the support in such away that by his
lessening the weight on top, the underlying structure could no longer stand and had collgpsed.

“Loser picksup the gticks,” Kedasaid, standing and moving to therail.

Joach watched her step away: her dender figure, the swell of her breast, thetilt of her hip as she stood,
the way the wind played with stray bits of unbraided hair. He was suddenly glad he had to pick up the
sticks. He was not ready to stand, not in these tight breeches. He concentrated on his work, moving
dowly, trying to find hisway back to his anger for the woman—»but he found he could not.

With the stray bits of wood collected, he composed himself and shoved to hisfeet. Perhapsit wastime
they findly talked—redly talked.

As hemoved to her Sde, standing close, shelifted an arm and pointed. “ The dragon returns.”

Joach searched the skies and saw nothing at first. Then, againgt the backdrop of the blinding sun, ablack
shape dropped out of the glare and swept toward them. It was Sy-wen and Ragnar’ k.

The pair had |eft at dawn to search the country ahead as the ship approached the western edge of the
Crumbling Mounds. They had not been expected back until dusk.

As he watched, Joach saw the dragon lurch, tumbling down toward the broken landscape. He gasped,
clutching therail. Then the wings sprang wide, catching an updraft. The plummeting fall evened outinto a
long swoop, shooting upward, back toward the ship- “ Something’ swrong,” Joach said. “Fetch Hunt and
Richdd!”

He glanced to his sde but found Kedaaready gone. Turning farther, he saw her ducking through a
hatch, acdl for help aready being sounded. Joach returned to his study of the sky.

What could be wrong?

Sy-wen hugged tight to the mighty dragon, her feet clamped tight in the ridge folds at base of his neck.
“You can do it, Ragnar’ k. It' s not much farther.”

The dragon’ s voice whispered in her head, so unlike hisusua brassvoice. No fear, my bonded. My
heart is strong as sky and sea together .

“I know, my great dragon.” She ran her webbed fingers dong his scales. “I never doubted it.”

A throaty growl of pride sounded from hislong neck. He swept his black wings and struck for the higher
skies. To the east, the Eagle’ s Fury hung even higher. It would be adifficult climb.

Sy-wen tried to straighten in her seat, but her link to Ragnar’ k meant she felt hispain. The skin of her
belly and legs burned with a phantom fire. She bit back a cry. She could only imagine how much worse it
must be for Ragnar’ k. The attack had flayed his entire underside, searing it, blistering it.

Bonded...?

“I’'mfine, Ragnar'’k.” She gasped between clenched teeth. “Y ou need to catch another updraft. We'll
need more height to reach our roost.”



/ try. His muscles bunched under him, and he best hiswings, scrabbling upward, straining.

Sy-wen leaned back down over her friend. Agony spread down her arms as he fought for more sky.
Tears ran down her face. “Higher, my sweet beast...” Shetilted her head and saw amiracle.

The deek windship dove toward them, sweeping in agraceful arc to intercept. They had been spotted,
their distress noted.

“The ship comes. Hold out alittle longer.”
For you.. .forever.

Behind the beast’ s thoughts, she sensed Kast. Ever sincethetrias of the War of the Ides, the two had
not been so separated. She sensed the man behind the beast. She pressed apalm to the dragon’s scaled
flank and, closing her eyes, sent out her love to both hearts buried degp—dragon and man.

Ragnar’ k shifted under her. Without opening her eyes, Sy-wen sensed the approach of the ship and felt
her mount prepare to alight on its aft deck. She clung tight as he tucked hiswings. “ Careful,” she
whispered.

She need not have worried. The landing was sure. She opened her eyes and saw Richald, the captain of
the Eagle’' s Fury, climb up the ladder from the middeck. Sheraised an arm in greeting asthe dragon
under her collapsed to the planks. “Ragnar'k!” Tired... seep now.

Sy-wen rolled from his back, keeping one hand on the beast to maintain the magick. His chest heaved,
and the breath from his wide nostrils was ragged. Her feet dipped a bit on the deck as she edged
forward. Glancing to the wet deck, sheredlized it was blood—from Ragnar’ k. “Oh, no...” She swung to
theelv'in captain. “1 need dragon’ s blood—now’ t”

Richald nodded. The copper stresk in hissilver hair glowed like astresk of fire. “1t comes.” He pointed
back to the ladder where Hunt climbed the rungs, alarge cask balanced on his shoulder.

“Hurry!” Sy-wen urged. Shefelt her own breath growing short, gasping, but it was only her shared
senseswith the dragon.

Richald whisked over to the Bloodrider’ s side and relieved him of the barrel. The ev’in captain rushed to
the dragon’ s snout.

Sy-wen maneuvered to join him, fingerstrailing dong the scales. “ Drink, my sweet giant,” she urged.

Richald struggled with the cask’ slid, face growing red with the effort. Then Hunt wasthere, ashort ax in
hand. He cleaved into the lid and ripped the cracked planks with hisfingers.

“How ishe?’ avoice asked behind Sy-wen. It was Joach. He and the girl Keda climbed to the deck.

Sy-wen waved away hisinquiry and leaned her forehead against Ragnar’ k' s neck. “ Smell the blood.
Drink.”

Near her dbow, the cavernous nostrils twitched. Shefdt muscles strain, but he was unableto raise his
head. Bending, using her shoulder, she struggled to lift his head. “H-help me!”

On ether Sde, the group lifted the beast’ s snout. Hunt shoved the barrel closer. A long, snaking tongue
did out and tasted its thick contents. The others strained under the bulk. The tongue lashed out again and
scooped up alarge draught.



Good. . | the dragon sent to her weakly.
“Keep drinking.”
“| think he’ sdoing better,” Joach said at her side.

Muscles moved under the thick scales, and Ragnar’ k ducked his noseinto the cracked barrel, snuffling
and drinking. In moments, the group was able to step back as the dragon began supporting himself.
Ragnar’ k durped at the thick blood of his brethren, strength returning as he healed.

Once the cask was empty, Ragnar’k flipped it over the far rail with atoss of hisnose, trumpeting his
satifaction.

Sy-wen hugged histhick neck. “Now you can rest, my giant.”
Havelarge... big heart... he echoed.
“Asbig asthe seaand sky together.”

A gentlefeding of pride and contentment overwhelmed her, coming from the dragon like the purr of a
kitten on alap.

“Slegp now,” she said softly, and stepped back.

Asher fingersleft his scaes, the transformation reversed. Scale and wing exploded outward in a spinning
whirlwind of bone and claw. The sails nearby flapped, caught in the edge of the maglstrom. Then the
storm of scae collgpsed in on itsdf, winding down and around, forming at last into the large frame of man
lying on the planks belly down, naked.

“Kast?' she asked tentatively. She awaysworried that sometime the transformation would fail to return
the man sheloved.

Thetall Bloodrider groaned and rolled over onto his back. Hisbelly and the tops of hislegs were seared
red, raw and blistered.

Sy-wen covered her mouth fearfully and dropped to her knees beside him. But as she reached out a
hand, the healing of the dragon’ s blood continued its magick. Y elowed blisters sank. Red skin grew
pink, then pale. Singed hair across his broad chest grew back into familiar landscapes. She touched his
cheek as his eyesfluttered open.

“Wemadeit?’ he asked, thick-tongued and dazed.
She nodded. “Back on the Eagl€’ s Fury. Do you know what happened?’

He nodded. “The moretimes | become Ragnar’ k, the more the dragon’ s memories merge with mine.”
He struggled to sit up but winced in pain.

Joach flipped off hisown cloak and drew it over Kast' s shoulder
He and Sy-wen helped lift the big man to hisfedt.
“Heneedsto rest,” Joach said. “Let’ sget him to your cabin.”

“No,” Kast said with returning strength. He ran ahand over his chest. “We must prepare.”



“I cantell them what we' ve seen,” Sy-wen argued. “ Y ou rest.” Kast struggled from their grips. “I'm
fine” But his next step toppled him back toward the planks. Joach caught him and held him up. Kast
groaned. “Perhaps... a short rest.”

Asagroup, they asssted Kast to his cabin belowdecks, then returned to the large galley to discussthe
events of Sy-wen’sjourney. Everyone gathered around along wooden table; the cook prepared a platter
of fruits and cheeses and a pitcher of thin de. “What happened?’ Hunt asked.

Sy-wen chewed on the edge of adry biscuit. “We flew away from the sunin adirect course, following a
dry riverbed as alandmark. About forty leagues from here, we spotted awide lake stretching north and
south and went down to investigate. We figured it might be a good place to restore our water suppliesfor
the desert journey. But aswe neared it, we saw it was not water that reflected the sun so invitingly, but a
field of flowerswhose petds were silvered blue and reflected the sun’ s light.”

Kedagasped. “Narcissusvine. But it doesn't grow among the Mounds, only in the deep deserts, near
the Southwall.”

“Y ou’' ve seen this flower before?’

Kedashook her head. “No. Only afew blademen, those who hunt the deep wilds of the Blasted Fringe,
have seen thevine and lived.”

“What sort of plant isit?’ Hunt asked.

The assassin hesitated. “ Some say it was born from the blood of the ghouls that once haunted the ruins of
Tular. Asl sad before, the vine usudly grows only aong the sandstone cliffs of the Southwall. Rootless,
it' sableto crawl dong the wdl’ slength, hunting its prey. All who approach too near the Southwall must
be wary of its path. A single bloom by itself is harmless, but the vine, asit stretches across the sand or
drapes dong the sandstone dliffs of the Southwall, will i ai

~duce hundreds, thousands, of palm-sized blossoms. Each is able collect the sun’s heat inits shiny petas
and reflect it back on an enemy- Multiply thisby athousand and it can produce a blaze as hot the sun
itsdlf, capable of burning a man down to a smoking skeleton in mere heartbeats.” She gaped at Sy-wen.
"Y ou were lucky to have survived.”

“Weamost didn't. But Ragnar’ k's scales are as hard as stone. He shielded me and took the brunt of the
attack on hisbelly. Y et even his scales could not protect him from the flames.”

“Sowhat areweto do?’ Richald asked. “| can't take the Eagle' s Fury acrossthere.”

“WEe Il haveto go aroundit,” Kedasaid. “It’'Il delay usreaching Alcazar, but it’ s better than burning to
cinders”

“Time runs short dready,” Joach mumbled, then turned to Keda *How many days until the next tithing of
children is demanded by the demons of Tular?’

Kedafrowned. “Haifamoon.”

“So any delays could lead to more deaths,” Joach said. “How about if we just crossed the field at night?
After the sun has s’

“It won't help. At sunset, the petals close, storing the day’ s sunlight. The vine usesthis stored hest to hunt
prey a night. I’ ve seen their lights from far across the desert—flashes d ong the wall asthe vine attacked
mice and lizards. Night is no haven from the narcissus.”



Everyone grew quiet.
“Thenwe go around,” Richald said. “Find another way to reach Alcazar.”

Sy-wen sighed. “1t'll be along way. Even Ragnar’ k could not see where the fields ended. It isasolid
barrier for endless leagues.” She turned back to Keda, searching for some other answer. “ There must be
aweakness. When the vines attack at night, istheir heat asintense?’

“l... I'mnot sure. But I’ ve heard tales that once a bloom castsits hesat, it won't be able to renew until the
next dawn.”

Sy-wen leaned back in her chair, thinking. “ So it can only shoot one burning volley; thenit’sharmless”

Kedanodded. “ That's according to old stories. But I'm not sureif it’ strue or not. So little is known
about the narcissus.”

Hunt stood up. “ So either we add daysto our journey, searching for abreak in the weed, or we take our
chances on anighttimeflight acrossthefidds”

Richad frowned. “I will not risk my ship.”
Sy-wen stared across a the elv'in lord. “ Y ou may not haveto.”
AsTHE SUN SET, GrESHYM SHAMBLED OUT OF THE LAST CANYON AND

into the empty sands. He was wrapped from head to toein flows of linen and rough-spun cotton. As
darkness spread and stars began to shine, Greshym hardly noticed the change in heat or the drop in light.
He had asmal spdll cast around his body, keeping him cool and his sight keen. Ashe walked, he
clutched his aff of petrified wood in hisleft hand. The magick trapped inits crystaline structure
throbbed dully with his own pulse. Its energy was wesk.

Free of the canyons, Greshym glanced skyward, calculating his bearings. He till had far to go.

Rocks skittered down adopeto hisright. Sowing to astop, Greshym cocked his head, extending his
senses. It was Rukh returning. The stump gnome hopped down adope of boulders, his split hooves
moving with goatlike skill. At the bottom, hefdl to his knees before Greshym. “M-madter...”

“Didyoudo as| asked?’

“Y-yes, Magter.” Rukh's porcine face groveled in the rough sand. He held up his claws, dripping with
blood. Clenched in each grip was abloody heart.

“The children of the caravan leader?’

“yes”

The darkmage noted the dried blood around the creature s fanged muzzle. “ Y ou' ve fed?’
Rukh ground hisfaceinto the sand at the tone of reprimand. “Hungry... much hungry.”

Greshym lifted his saff threateningly, then lowered it back to the sand with asigh. He could not blame the
gnome. Thejourney through the Crumbling Mounds had been along one, and they ill had far to go.

Glancing to the gtars, he wished he could have used his magick to bring himself directly to histarget, but
he dared not. When he had transported from his cave in the Stone Forest, he had sensed the vor-rex of



energies swirling near the Southwall and knew it best to keep his magick to awhisper inits shadow. He
could not risk any eyesturning in hisdirection.

S0 he had untied his magick and brought himsdlf and his servant into the dry wastes of the neighboring
Mounds. He had spent the past half moon hiking and climbing through this sun-seared terrain, using the
barest touches of magick to bring strength to his decrepit body and to draw water up from the rocks.
Then, two days ago, he had run into an even worse chalenge than the stubborn landscape— afield of
deadly narcissus blooms blocking hisway. Casting out his senses, he was able to divine that the inferna
weed circled the entire region, abarrier protecting the foulness germinating at its heart. Determined not to
turn back, he was forced to use more magick to cloak Rukh and himself so they could pass the weed
unharmed. It had been arisk to cast such astrong spell, but he had no other choice—not if his gambit
was to succeed.

Luckily, nothing seemed to notice hisflare of magick. In fact, shortly after passing the weed, Greshym
encountered a caravan, amix of sk traders and ragged families carrying al they owned on their backs.
The group had been attempting to flee the Wastes, but they had been turned back by the narcissus.
Greshym had joined them, gladly accepting their hospitality and water, preserving hiswaning magick. He
traveled in comfort with the group while Rukh tracked the caravan from aleague away.

Then earlier this afternoon, with the open desert of the Wastes in sight, Greshym had cast the caravan
into adeep spel. He had no further usefor his new companions. Upon leaving, he ordered Rukh to day
them and collect the hearts of the leader’ stwo girl children. Both were virgins, untouched, richin the
power that surgesjust before their first bleed.

“Enough groveling, Rukh. Hold the hearts higher for me.”

The beast’ slong earstwitched in relief. He rose from the sands, sitting back on his hedl's, and held out the
pair of heartsa arm’ s length.

Greshym reached out with the hedl of his staff, touching one of the hearts, then the other. With itstouch,
the two lumps of flesh began to beat anew, throbbing, squirting blood into the sands. Rising from the twin
hearts, adistant wail could be heard. The spirits still trapped in the hearts cried for release.

“Petience, my two little ones... Patience.”

Greshym lowered his staff to the sand and leaned on it as he bent over the two hearts. He brought hislips
to the throbbing bits of muscle and kissed them gently, inhaling as he did so. He felt their spiritsand
energy flow into him. Their magick of burgeoning womanhood drew into him, becoming part of him as
tiny screams of horror filled hisears.

He straightened, feding vastly renewed and invigorated. In the claws of the sump gnome, the two hearts
were now just dried and wrinkled chunks of mest, like grapes goneto raisinsin the sun. Greshym grinned
and wiped the blood from hislips. “ That was refreshing,” he whispered contentedly.

He patted the leathery skull of his servant as he thumped on past with his staff in hand. Suffused with
fresh magick, he knew nothing could stop him from reaching his destination. Alcazar , the desert guild of
the assassins.

Initstunneled and sculpted halls, he would lay the trap for his prey. As he moved into the desert, he
spoke to the stars and empty sands. “1’ I be waiting for you, Joach.”

Joach stood at the bowsprit of the Eagle’ s Fury. He shivered and wrapped his cloak tighter around his
shoulders, unable to escape an uneasy edginess. He glanced behind asif expecting an enemy to attack.



No one was there.

Intherigging, Vv’in sailors climbed the masts and worked the sails. Richdd was afigurein slver onthe
stern deck, handsin the air, drawing on the magick of the winds, ready to propel them swiftly acrossthe
deadly fidlds. Already stray gusts and wild flurries spat around the ship as energies gathered.

Kedapopped her head by the ladder. “ Sy-wen and Kast are ready. Did you want to see them off?’

He nodded, unable to shake off his misgivings. Joach had been blessed with the gift of prophetic dreams,
and though he was awake, he could not dismiss his growing sense of catastrophe.

He crossed to the ladder and clambered down. On the middeck, Sy-wen and Kast held each other’s
hands. The Bloodrider looked fully healed and rested. He would need to be. Sy-wen leaned on the
man’sarm. The two would risk much to bring the ship swiftly over thefidds of burning flowers.

As Joach stepped up to them, he heard Kast grumble, “The winds smell bad, like smokeintheair.”

Joach’ s eyes narrowed. Was the large man fedling the same misgivings he had felt?“1t’ s not too late to
change course,” he offered. “We could ill circle around the field.”

Sy-wen shook her head. “No. Thevine sfield extends to the northern and southern horizons. There will
be no way around the vine, only throughiit.”

Kast hugged the mer’a woman closer to hisside. “ She' sright. We must attempt this.”
Joach reached out and shook the larger man’ s hand. “Be careful .”
“And swift,” Kedaadded at Joach’sside.

“Ragnar’k has never failed me,” Sy-wen answered them, then glanced up into Kast’ s eyes. “Not when
fueled with two strong hearts.”

The Bloodrider leaned down and kissed her fully on the mouth, passionately. Arms reached to pull each
other tight. Sy-wen was lifted off her feet.

Joach glanced away, giving them amoment of privacy.

Then Richad cdled from the stern deck. “The winds come! We must be offI” The sails overhead
snapped with more vigor.

Sy-wen and Kast broke their embrace, fire fill in their eyes. “Are you ready?’ she asked thetdl
Bloodrider.

He nodded.

Together, they moved to the starboard rail. The landscape below was limned in silver from the moon and
dars.

“Safejourney,” Kedawhispered.

Kast nodded and shrugged out of his robe, standing naked. With anod to Joach, he picked up Sy-wen
in hisarms again and toppled over therall.

Joach leaned and watched them tumble through the air. “ They’ re of f!”



In response, the ship lurched forward as afierce gust swelled the sails and sped the ship toward the
fidds. Keda, off guard, did into Joach’s side. He caught her under an arm and held her steady. Together
the two searched below the ked of the windship.

Kast and Sy-wen were gone.

Sy-wen clutched Kast tight as they plummeted through the darkness toward the broken terrain below.
They, needed as much momentum as possible for their mission to succeed. Her green hair whipped like
sea snakes about her head.

“Now, Sy-wen!” Kast ydled. Hislips nuzzled her ear, but the wind almost ripped the words away. Still,
she could hear histhrill and excitement, a Bloodrider a heart.

She shifted her fingers from his shoulder to his neck, then up to his cheek. As her skin met histattooed
flesh, her fingertipswarmed. Kast stiffened under her, arms squeezing tight; then she spoke thewords. “I
have need of you.”

With these words, the ancient magick ignited. The world vanished around her into awhirlwind of roaring.
Clouds of magick burst forth. Scaled flesh spread apart her legs and dowed her fdll, taking her weight.
She squeezed her thighs, holding tight. In another heartbeat, Sy-wen was no longer falling, but riding the
back of the great black dragon, sweeping at amazing speeds.

Ragnar’ k trumpeted hisrebirth with an echoing cry. Bonded! Despite the tension, Sy-wen smiled. She
heard the same excitement in the dragon’ s voice as she had in Kast’ s words amoment ago. “ Do not
dow. We must forge a path through the burning blooms,” Sy-wen ingtructed, then silently added
additiona directionsto her mount.

Though he remained quiet, she sensed his confusion.

“At night, the weed can only shoot at us once. We must get the flowersto unleash their fury upon us,
opening a safe passage for the ship that follows.”

Ragnar’ k swept toward the fidlds, using the momentum of their plummeting fal to increase his speed.
Danger. Ris't to bonded.

“I know, my brave heart. But thistime we will not be caught by surprise. We }{now the danger. We
must be swift, cunning. Y ou must fly better than you' ve ever flown before!”

The equivadent of adragon chucklefilled her mind. Bonded has
heart as big as dragon!

Sy-wen thumped the side of hisneck. “I1t’ snot bravery! | just know my dragon! | trust his heart and
wingd”
Dragon laughter trailed behind them as he dove steeply toward the blooms, spinning in acurving arc.

Sy-wen leaned over his neck, hugging him tight. Shefdt theflare ,f wind under wing, sensed the dizzying
spin of the landscape below. Instead of terror, shefelt ddlight, sharing not only her dragon’ sthrill but that
of the man buried deeper, dl three spirits merging in this common godl.

Asthe dragon roared, Sy-wen added her own voice, yelling her challenge into the wind.

From the bow rail, Joach watched the ving sfiery attack begin. A quarter league away, the night was



shattered by spears of brilliance blasting skyward. Some shot straight up, others striking a anglesfrom
the side. The lances of searing energy were so bright it hurt to stare at them directly. “ Can you seethe
dragon?’ he asked, grimacing.

Kedastood at hisside, aspyglassfixed to her right eye. “1... I'm not sure. | spotted aflicker of
movement, aspark of reflection, but it moved faster than | could follow.”

“It must bethem,” Joach said.
“I’d guess 50, too.” Shelowered the spyglass. “Thevineis certainly hunting something.”

As Joach watched, the sprout of bright spears traced farther away, deeper into the wide valey. Closer,
the near edge of the field died back to dark, the blooms spent by their attack upon the dragon.

Joach haf turned, lifting an arm. “Now, Richad! Steer astraight course!”

Both the ev’in lord and Hunt stood ready at the stern. The Blood-rider raised ahand in
acknowledgment, but Richald showed no sign of hearing hiscal. Thedv’in lord sood stiff, hishead
thrown back, cascades of crackling energy coursing over hisbody, hismind lost to the winds.

Just as Joach wondered if he had been heard, the gales grew worse around the ship. Overhead, the
rigging and ropes groaned, strained by the sails stretching even farther. The ship sped fagter, its bow
risng for amoment, then settling into an even flight.

Turning, Joach gripped the bow rail. Below, the ship’sked crested over the deadly fields. He waited,
holding his bresth. Were they right? Had the blooms emptied their energies pursuing the dragon? Wasiit
safeto cross?

He glanced up. Thefiery display drifted even farther away. The dragon still fled, alightning rod for the
fidd' senergy, hopefully leaving a swath through which they could fly. Joach stared back down, leaning
far over therall.

Thefields benegth the ship remained dark. Helet out along sigh, allowing hope to grow. “Oh, no...”
Kedasaid a hisside. He straightened back up.

“Look,” Kedasaid. She pointed to either side of the ship. In the distance, aweak glow flowed toward
their position—from both the north and the south. “What isit?’

Keda passed him the spyglass. Joach pointed it toward the strange sight. Magnified, the continuous glow
broke into a thousand gleaming snakes winding under the leaves and flowers, converging toward them.
“Thefiddisone continuousvine,” Kedasad. “Its saks are sucking energy from blooms el sewhere,
gphoning power tofill thisvoid, like roots moving water up atrunk.”

“Mother above...” Joach’s ssomach tightened. “Once it reaches here, the blooms will be able to attack
again. We' ll be snared.”

Joach dropped the spyglass and swung around. By now, they werethick inthefields. It wastoo lateto
swing the ship and retreat.

Turning back forward, Joach stared. Digtantly, acrossthefields, thefiery display dowly died avay.
Sy-wen and Ragnar’ k must have reached the far side. Joach estimated the distance. At least another
two leagues. He glanced north and south. The glow sped rapidly toward their position.

He shook his head. They would not makeit intime.



Joach pushed away from theralils.
“Whereareyou going?’ Kedayelled.

“Towarn Richad! We need more speed!” Joach fought to keep hisfooting in the gale blowing from the
gern. Heleaned into the wind.

“Let me!l” Kedaargued. She danced from therall, asif thewind didn’t exist, and sped forward, racing
sure-footed across the rocking deck. Reaching the ladder to the middeck, she waved him back i

0 thebow rall. “Keep awatch!” Then she vanished down the ladder.

In aheartbeat, Joach spotted her again, running across the mid-deck toward the raised stern. He stared
dumstruck after her. The il was not only quick-limbed, but she had the balance of ajungle cat.
Reenting, Joach alowed himsdlf to be blown back to his position at the bow rail.

To ether Sde, the snakes of bright energy twisted and dithered toward them. A single bloom shot a
spear of light off the starboard side. It angled toward them, splashing againgt the ship’sside. Though
bright, the one flower did not have enough power to burn—but soon there would be more. Asthe glow
swept under the ship’sked, new pillars of light blasted into the skies on both sides, creating aforest of
blazing trunks.

As Joach watched, more and more bloomsignited.

Sy-wen guided her dragon to aflat-topped pinnacle of sand-stone. Ragnar’ k settled to the rocky perch,
with aheaving Sgh from hischest.

Ashedugin hisclaws, Sy-wen rubbed her right arm, wincing, but the stinging burn would not subside.
She glanced to the dragon’ swing. Ragnar’ k held it dightly out to the Side, like agull withawound or a
broken bone. The edge till smoked. The reek of burned dragon scaefilled the night.

Thankfully it had been only aglancing strike. They had been lucky to escape with so little damage. The
vine had fought fiercely, stabbing at them, chasing them to and fro across the sky. Asthey had flown, the
vine had even seemed to grow wiseto their evasive tactics, anticipating their moves. Luckily, they had
reached the field' s end before the vine had grown too skilled at hunting dragons.

Ship comes, Ragnar’k said.

Sy-wen twisted in her seat. Acrossthe field, she spotted the Eagle’ s Fury in the skies. The dower ship
was under attack.

“Sweet Mother...”

Lances of light streaked acrossthe skies. As she watched, a sail caught flame and flared like an oiled
torch.

“We must go help them,” Sy-wen said.

Cannot, my bonded. Ragnar’k tried to extend hiswing. Shefelt the agony shoot up her own arm. Too
far...

Sy-wen gasped with the pain. The burning strike had been worse than she had initialy thought.
| have failed you, my bonded. The agony in his heart was worse than hiswing.



She leaned down and rubbed his neck. “Never, my sweet dragon. Never.” She stared out at the
bel eaguered ship, aflaming cloud in the night sky, and prayed for them. It was all she could do.

Asthe Eagle’ s Fury foundered above the blazing flowers, Joach raced to where the others were
gathered atop the stern deck. Overhead, the burning foresail was cut free, and it napped away. In the
rigging, achain of ev'in sailors passed buckets, hand to hand, to drench ropes and stanch the smoldering
of theforemadt.

Joach climbed the stern ladder. Smoke began to rise al around the ship. Its planked sides were etched
and burned from swiping passes of the fiery lances. Pulling himsdlf up, Joach caled to Hunt and Richad.
“We need more height! We need to keep the kedl between us and the blooms!”

“Richddistrying,” Hunt said. “But heistied to the ship; each strike weakens him.”

As Joach neared, he heard the élv’in lord groan, hisface amask of pain. Kedahovered around the tall
figure. “We haveto find away to help him.”

Joach searched the skiesfor an answer, wishing his sister were here. They needed Elena s magick.
Coldfire or wit' ch fire—either would be welcome now. Anything to fight thisweed!

A ripping explosion sounded behind him. The ship’s deck bucked, tossing him to the planks. Joach rolled
around. Sprouting from the middle of the ship, aspear of light shot into the sky, thrusting right through the
belly of the ship. Bitsof burning planksflew high, pinning away. The mainsail burst into flame.

A pair of theeVv'in sallors, caught in the blaze, tumbled from the rigging and over the ship’sside. Another
was incinerated where he stood on the deck, his seared bones standing for amoment, then toppling
down.

Asquickly asit had struck, the spear blinked off. The bloomsthat had generated the intense spike had
exhausgted their energy. But for how long? The vine was growing cunning, learning to coordinate its
efforts.

“Joach! Help me!”

Hdf blind from the radiance, Joach turned and saw Kedastruggling to hold Richadd up. Theev'in'sface
was lined with horror and agony. “My ship...”

Hunt was aready on hisfeet. “Help the captain. Thefires need to be doused before they spread!” The
Bloodrider vaulted over therail to the middeck. He joined the dwindling crew of sallorsin putting out
these new flames.

Joach half crawled over to Richad and Keda Under him, the ship lurched, drifting down toward the
deadly fields. Joach grabbed the ev’in lord’ s other shoulder. “Y ou must keep fighting!” he urged. “Don't
giveup!”

“TheFury ... | can't...”

Joach shouldered the man to his feet with Keda shelp. “Yes, you can. Or areyou al wind and no
substance? Prove your worth, prince of the Blood!”

Richald’ s eyesflicked toward Joach. A flash of anger flared past the hopeless pain.

“You gill haveaship! You gill have sails! Y ou’ re supposed to be the heart of thisvessdl. Act likeit,
Richald! Meric wouldn't give up like this and weep like achild!”



Anger changed to prideful fury. The man shook free of Joach’s grip and shoved Kedaaway. Richad
glared a Joach, then turned his eyesto the skies. He lifted hisarms, and e emental magick bloomed in
crackling spurtsaong hisraised limbs.

The gaes resumed. The foundering ship pushed forward, edging upward again. Drawn by its movement,
new flares of light attacked. Smoke and flames encircled the ship.

Off the port side, Joach saw severa spearsjoining together, attempting to fuse into another dread spike.
The ship could not take a second such coordinated attack. Something had to be done. He leaned over
therail aswind whipped hislanky red hair. He held the locks from his eyes—then snapped upright, a
sudden ideacoming to him.

Why hadn’t he thought of this earlier? .He swung back to thedv’in lord. “Richald! We re pointing the
wind thewrong way! Driveit into the weeds! Lash the flowerswith your gale. Don't let them honein on
the Furyl”

Richad s eyes dowly focused from the sky back to Joach.
Kedadraightened. “ Sweet Mother, he' sright! Caught in the winds, the flowerswon't be able to focus!”

Richald dowly nodded, too strained to speak. Overhead, the remaining few sails began to sag as some
wind was stolen from them and diverted.

Joach returned to his watch by the port rail. The river of winds split, and awhirling tributary swept down
upon the vine. Asthe winds shook petals and rattled stalks, the beams of fiery light were blown out like
candles. Nearby, the growing spike of coordinated energy was driven into disarray.

“It' sworking!” Kedayelled. “They can't am!” Joach leaned and searched forward. They were only a
quarter league from the end of the fields. Around them, the burning lances of light wobbled and spat
gporadicaly. With luck, they might makeit. Hunt yelled from the middeck, his voice booming with
command. “Get back, everyone! Itsno use! She'slost!”

Joach had concentrated so fully on the fields that he had forgotten about the more immediate risk. He
turned and saw the main mast explode into aflaming torch, catching another sall initsblaze. Other flames
raced aong ropes and rigging. ElV’in sailors legped from their perches to the deck.

Hunt suddenly appeared, flying up the ladder to join them. He carried the girl Sheeshon in hisarms. His
face was blackened with smears of soot. “Thefire' sin the lower holds. It’ s burning from theinsde out.
The ship isdoomed.”

With hiswords, the winds ebbed. Behind them, Richald sagged, lowering hisarms. “We can’'t win.”
Joach strode up to the elv’in prince and struck him hard across the cheek. “Don't ever say that!”
Richald’ s eyes flew wide. He touched his bloodied lip asrage flared bright. “No one strikes—"

“Hy thisship, Richdd!” Joach screamed. “Aslong aswelive, there sdwayshope! You'll drivethisship
until it burns out from under you.”

Richad stepped toward Joach.

“Enough!” Kedasaid, stepping between them. “Use your anger to fuel thewinds! We re dmost through
thefidds. The open sandslie ot much further.”



“I have only theone sall.”
“Then you must proveyour kills, dv’in,” Kedasad.

Richald stared at her, then set hisface to sone. He lifted hisarms, and the winds grew sharp again.
“WEe Il never reach the sands.”

“What doesit hurt to try?” she chalenged.

Around them, smoke billowed as the ship limped forward. The hest from the growing fires became a
roaring hearth. Occasiona lances of light chased after them, but the straggling winds kept the vine cowed.

No one spoke. Everyone held their breaths, clinging to handholds.

Joach searched beyond therail, an arm across his nose and mouth, choking. Below the ship, the smoke
parted. Under the keel, abroken terrain of dark canyons and sand-swept mesas appeared. He leaned
closer, blinking the smoke and tearsfrom his eyes.

No vines, no flowers!
Joach spun around, ydling, “We're clear of thefields!”

Facesturned in hisdirection, aglimmer of hope—then an explosion blasted. A middeck hatch blew high
into theair. Flames|licked upward from the ship’ s bowel, roaring like a netherworld demon. Under
Joach’ sfeet, the entire ship shook and began to list. He grabbed the rail asthe ship rolled.

Behind him, he heard Kedacall out. “Don't fdter, Richdd.”
“Toowesk...” theev'in captain gasped.

The shiptilted, canting a asteep angle. Joach’ slegs went out from under him. He hugged therail with
both arms.

“Hang on!” Keda screamed.
The Eagl€e’ s Fury dipped into a steep dive, aflaming stone crashing from the skies.

It took until dawn for Sy-wen to reach the wreck of the Eagle’ s Fury. Her mount’ sinjured wing had
limited their flightsto short, feeble hops. Ragnar’ k struggled for longer jaunts, but Sy-wen forced the
dragon to proceed dowly. Sharing his spirit, she sensed his pain. Her right arm fdlt asif it had been thrust
into fire, and when in flight, the agony amost overwhelmed her. Despite thair injuries, they worked
themselves across the scrabbled landscape of the Crumbling Mounds, following the path where the
flaming ship had passed overhead.

Asthe sun crested the eastern horizon, Sy-wen and Ragnar’k finally reached the open sands and dunes
of the great Southern Wastes. Sy-wen hung limp atop her mount—wesak and thirsty. A thick column of
smoke marked their goal.

Without being told, Ragnar’ k shoved off the spur of rock that he had lighted upon and took wing, gliding
low over thetall dunes. Sy-wen leaned on his neck and stared at the desert below. Like a great ocean
of sand, she thought dully. It seemed endless, welling up into smooth waves, its constancy interrupted
only by occasiond rocky shods.

As she clung to her mount, Ragnar’ k crested over atall dune and swept up in awide circle. Bonded...
theship.. ..



Sy-wen straightened. A gouged trail of destruction led forward. Dunes lay blasted; hunks of wood
flanked the path; abroken mast stood impaed in a shalow dope of sand.

Ragnar' k rose higher on athermd.

In adeep valey ahead, Sy-wen spotted the bulk of the ship. It lay beached up against adune, its hull
cracked. Smdll fires till glowed and smoldered from its broken belly. Tiny figures moved around and
over the husk of the ship. Rescued crates and supplies stood piled off to one side.

“Somedill live,” Sy-wen said, pointing an arm. She slently directed her mount to land.
Ragnar’ k circled the smoky column and spiraled to the sand.

Eyeswatched them land. Asthe dragon settled with aloud huff of relief, figures moved toward them.
Sy-wen spotted Joach and the Bloodrider Hunt. She did from her seat and lifted an arm.

Joach agpproached, his clothestorn, alarge bruise on his cheek. “Y ou survived,” he said, exhaustion
heavy in hisvoice,

She nodded. “But Ragnar’ k iswounded. He' Il need adraught of dragon’ sblood to hedl. | don't think he
canfly any farther.”

Hunt shook his head. The large man was covered from crown to foot with soot. “I’m sorry. The casks
were burned or shattered. Thelittle that survived was used to hel p those injured by the crash. There' snot
adrop left.”

Sy-wen groaned and turned, till resting a hand on the dragon. “We || manage.”

Ragnar’ k swung his head around and snuffled at her hair. Srong heart... will heal .

“I' know you will,” she said, “but perhaps you should deep. We can mend the wounds easier asKast.”
Man... not as big heart. He pouted.

Shegmiledtiredly. “But he has smaller wings”

Ragnar’ k nuzzled her again, sending asilent but reluctant consent. She hugged him and willed him her
love and thanks, then stepped back. The ancient spell reversed, and scale and claw wound back down
to barelegsand arms.

AsKast sumbled forward out of the spell, he clutched hisarm to his chest. His forearm was seared and
blistered, but he kept hisface stoic. “How many survived?’ he asked, ignoring hisown injury.

Joach offered the naked man his cloak, torn and soot-stained. As Kast tied it around hiswaist, Joach
answered his question. “Besides us, not many.” He pointed to the piled supplies. “ The girl Sheeshon and
the assassin Kedawere bruised and shaken up, but they’ re doing Well.”

HUATE
Sy-wen spotted the young woman rocking the girl in her 1ap.

Joach continued. “ Richald survived the crash, but he shattered hisleg and now won't speak. He keeps
with the other ev'in. More than hisbroken leg, | think it’sthe loss of his ship that hastruly crippl ,j him.”



“What of hiscrew?’ Kast asked.
“Three survived. Four died in the crash.”
Kast surveyed the broken and smoldering wreck. “What now?’

“We continue on foot. Kedasays Alcazar lies about seven leagues from here—a hard trek but
managesble. Thisday, we' |l gather what we can, then rest. After the sun goesdown, we' Il load alitter
and trave by night.”

Sy-wen gared up at the pillar of smoke. “Will it be safe until then? Eyes—not al of them friendly, |
imagine—are sureto seethisand investigate.”

Kedasuddenly appeared at her elbow, startling Sy-wen. The assassin moved so slently. Turning,
Sy-wen saw that not a single footstep marred the smooth sand.

Kedaanswered her question. “Sy-wen is correct. It' s not safe. Not only will eyes see the smoke, but the
sands of the Wastes hide even worse beasts. They’ll be attracted to the blood. We should build apyre
and burn the bodies. Leave no trail and leave as soon as possible.”

Joach shook his head. “We have no water. We re al exhausted. It'1l be cooler to walk the night.”
“And more deadly,” Kedaargued sternly.

Sy-wen watched Keda and Joach stare each other down. Clearly the friction between them was piqued
by more than just their current Situation.

Kast spoke up. “I think we should heed Keda s guidance. She knows the Wastes better than any of us.
These are her homelands.”

“I agree,” Sy-wen said.
Joach stared amoment longer, then turned on ahed. “Fine. I'll let the v’ in know.”
Kedastared at hisback, then sighed. “1 should get Sheeshon ready.”

“I'll hepyou,” Hunt said, following after her. Alone, Sy-wen turned to Kast. She stared up a himwith a
weary smile, glad to have him back a her sde. “How’ syour am?”’

“I'l live”
“You'd better.” Sheleaned into him, careful of hisburns.

j-le put his good arm around her and pulled her tight. “We ve a1 ng journey ahead of us. Perhapswe
should find abit of shadeand .t whilewe can.”

Shetraled afinger down hischest. “Rest?’
Kast stared down into her eyes. “Did you have something esein mind?’
She reached up with her lips and spoke huskily. “1 have need of you.”

A ghogt of asmile shadowed hisface as he leaned down to meet her mouth—but before their lips could
touch, ascream arose from near the shipwreck.

GUILDMASTER BeL GAN KNELT WITH THE SHAMAN IN THE DARKENED



private courtyard. Though the morning sun climbed the blue sky, it had yet to rise above the heights of
Alcazar to shine down into the tal, narrow yard. In shadows, the pair crouched beside the tiled mouth of
asmall well. Around them, flowering bushes dotted the small garden amid bits of sandstone tatuary.

Atop the red paving stones, Shaman Parthus tossed a set of bleached bones: tiny vertebrae, knobbed
knuckles, lizard skulls, and other bits of bird bones. The bones danced and clattered, then settled to a
scattered pattern. The shaman’s head cocked as he studied the bits of white bone against the red stone.

Belgan brushed back hiswhite hair and tried to peer at the bones himsdlf, but they made no sense. He
did not have the gift. “What doesit show?’

Parthus held up ahand that was just withered bonesitself, wrapped in sun-cured |leather. The old shaman
leaned and sniffed at the scrying bones, eyeing the pattern with one eye then the other, like abird
studying an intriguing beetle. Hislong nose and sharp features added to the hawkish image.

Belgan sat back on his hedls, waiting impatiently. Both men were wrapped in red desert cloaks, their
hoods tossed back—»but it was their only common feature. Where the shaman was bad, al bones and
leather, Belgan waslarge boned, pale of skin, with long, flowing white hair. Belgan had been nicknamed
the“ Ghost of Alcazar,” both for his kill & moving unseen and for his paleform.

Though so dissmilar in appearance, the two men shared acommon purpose. For the past two moons,
the pair had come each morning to toss the bones, to search for some sign of hope. In only ten days, the
next tithing would be demanded. More children would be led to their doom.

Asthe master of the Assassins Guild, Belgan had accepted the charge to free the Wastes of the
corruption that now roosted in Tu-lar. He, in turn, had put the fates of the desert people into the small
hands of ayoung girl, an assassin trained in the arts of stedlth—one of his best students. Before she lft,
her blood had been dribbled on the bones, alowing them to track her progress. For the past two moons,
the shaman had discerned vague cluesto her whereabouts. Then, half amoon ago, the boneswent silent,
no sign nor clue, asif thegirl had vanished completely from the lands.

Belgan wrung his hands together. As each morning passed with no further word, his hopes for success
dimmed. If there were no answers by tomorrow, Belgan would have to send word to the tribes to gather
their children, to again choose who would live and who would die. They had no other option. The
demand for blood would have to be answered.

Across the tossed bones, the shaman’ s eyes narrowed. His head jerked up. “1 see her.”
Belgan froze, afraid he had heard him wrong. Parthus growled. “ Sheisnear. Already in the sands.”
“Keda? Areyou sure?” He nodded.

Belgan gasped with rdlief. The girl had made it back to the Wastes! “ Thank the Sweet Mother. | knew
shewas astrong one.”

The shaman held up ahand of warning. “ Before you rgoice. The bones also warn of adanger
surrounding her.”

“What danger?’
“The bones are not clear. Blood and smoke. .. teeth and torn flesh.”

“Will she survive? Will she make it back here?’ Parthus frowned. He reached and shifted the divered
jawbone of adesert rat. “Not even the bones can answer that.” the makeshift awning, Kedaheld up a



rumpled blanket .s a scream echoed over the sands. It was a child’ s cry of terror, coming horn thefar
Sde of the smoldering wreck.

Hunt, afew steps away, caled out, “ Sheeshon!”
Kedadropped the blanket and ran toward the ship. “I left the child there, napping.”

Hunt followed. Even with hislonger legs, she kept well ahead of him, moving swiftly acrossthe sand. The
pair raced around the broken stern of the wreck. Others were converging from al around.

Firgt to round the hull, Kedaimmediately saw the danger. The eVv'in, in respect for their dead, had built a
gmall shelter on the leeward side of the ship. It shadowed the four dead bodies from the blistering sun.

As she watched, one of the bodies was dragged from the shelter and drawn under the sand. The thief
could be seen by itsthin white fin and muscled tail protruding from the sand. It thrashed, throwing sand
high into the air. Thin ev’'in bones cracked, and the body disappeared dong with the predator into the
cooler depths of the sand. All that remained was a bloody stain.

Another scream arose.

“There sheid” Hunt said, coming around the ship and pointing.

Sheeshon stood atop a spit of sandstone, balanced precarioudly, alook of terror on her tiny face.
Hunt moved toward her as others rushed up behind them.

“No,” Kedasaid, pulling him back by an arm, holding the othersin place, too. “Don’'t move.”

Hunt began to protest, but a pair of fins rose ominoudy from the sand and circled the rock, sveeping up
and around the bank of adune.

“Sand sharks,” Kedasaid. “ They’re drawn by the blood of the dead.”

Sheeshon had spotted them by now. She reached her arms out, pleadingly, tears running down her face.
“I need you!” she called out, eyes staring straight at Hunt.

Thetall Bloodrider suddenly stiffened beside Kedaand broke her grip. He plodded toward the stranded
girl.

“No!” Kedayedled. “Stand sill! Besides blood, they’ re attracted by movement!”
Hunt seemed deaf and continued onward.
“It' sthe spdll,” Sy-wen said. “Between mer’al and Bloodrider. He senthralled.”

Kast whipped off his cloak, naked again, and rushed forward. He tossed the wrap over Hunt' s heed,
breaking contact between the girl and the tall Bloodrider. Hunt sagged asif astring had been cut between
him and the girl. Confused, hetried to rip away the cloak, but Kast restrained him. *Keep your tattoo
covered, Hunt.”

Nodding his understanding, Hunt did the cloak down to his shoulders and woreit asa scarf over the
tattoo around his neck. “No one movel” Kedaordered. Other fins surfaced, over adozen.

At the shdlter, two more eV’ in bodies were dragged under the sands. Another was torn between two of
the predators fighting for megt. Bloody gobbets were tossed, only to be consumed by smaller sharks



darting up and snagging the bitswith aflash of serrated white teeth.
“Will they attack us?’ Joach asked.

“They’ remostly scavengers. They seldom attack theliving. But in afeeding frenzy, they’ ve been known
to attack anything that moves. Just stand till. They should leave once they’ vefed.”

Kedasensed thetension in the others. It was difficult to stand frozen with the girl sobbing and crying for
help. But they had no choice. To move would draw the attention of the bloody jaws under the sand.

Asthey waited, the sun climbed the sky.

With the bodies now devoured and gone, the fins sank back into the sands with swishes of powerful tails
until there was only one remaining. Kedawatched the last fin through narrowed eyes. It was the tallest of
the group—the bull shark. It led and herded the others. Itsfin circled the bloody sand, clearly scenting
for any traces of remaining meat. It swept up the far dune bank, sinking away, then was gone.

She dlowed the breath trapped in her chest to dowly escape. They had survived.

The child began to clamber off the stone. Hunt moved toward her. Then Keda saw aripplein the bank
of sand, something drifting just under the surface. Hiding.

“No!” sheydled. “Get back!” gut she wastoo late. The small girl had reached the sand and ran toward
thetall Bloodrider, arms raised to be picked up. Neither noticed the tal fin rise again from the sand and
surge toward them.

The others screamed warnings, too.

Turning, Hunt finally recognized the gpproaching danger. He darted forward and snatched up the girl,
diving to the Sde asthe fin swept up and passed by him, missing hishedls by a hairbreadth. Cut off from
both the spit of sandstone and the ship, he twisted around and struggled to climb the neighboring dune.
But the loose sand fought him. Thefin of the bull shark swept toward him in pursuit.

Other finsarose, hungry, circling, cutting off any means of rescue.
Kedajerked Joach around. “The nightglass dagger! Giveit to me!”
Joach’ sbrows knit suspicioudly.

“It' sthe only thing to fight sand beasts. Trust me!”

Joach hesitated—then a scream arose from Sheeshon. He yanked the dagger from its sheath under his
cloak and thrugt it at her. She grabbed the cold handle, wrapping fingers around the coiled basilisk.

Kedaglanced to the group, her voice as sharp asthe blade’ s edge. “No one move until | tell you!” She
ran forward as even more fins rose from the depths, cutting and crisscrossing each other in a hunting
pattern. Keda danced up and through the thrashing tangle. Trained asan n, she knew how to run
the sands without disturbing asingle grain. None of the predators noticed her passage through their
territory.

Past the smdller fins, Kedaraced to thefar dune. “I’ll draw it off!” she yelled up to Hunt. “But you have
to sop moving!”

Hunt tried to stop, but hisfeet did in the loose sand. Sheeshon clutched his neck. Thefin aimed straight
for them. Kedarecognized therising panic in the tall Bloodrider’ s eyes as death swept in, but he fought



to obey her orders. He did to a stop, teetering, up to his shinsin the loose sand.

Kedaangled away from them, trotting up the dune sface. Thistime she did not try to hide her steps but
used her skill to accentuate them: pounding the sand with the flats of her feet, dapping with each footstep.

Asshedid this, she watched over her shoulder.

The fin continued to sweep toward Hunt and Sheeshon—~but it dowed, coming to astop only astep
from the Bloodnder’ slegs.

Kedadowed aso, stopping and pounding one foot harder. “Hear me,” she pleaded between clenched
teeth. Thefin did not move. It needed more coaxing. She drew the nightglass dagger across her pam, the
blade s0 sharp she hardly fdtits bite. Blood welled up, cresting adark pool in her palm. Turning her
hand, she squeezed her fist and dribbled blood into the dry sand.

Near Hunt, the fin sank a bit. Then, in aburst of sand, the sand shark heaved itsdf around, itstail
thrashing. Hunt was knocked backward, landing on his backsde in the sand, cradling Sheeshon. But the
bull shark seemed not to notice, fixed on the scent of fresh blood. The fin aimed toward Keda.

Kedabacked up the dune, still walking flat-footed, ensuring her steps echoed deep into the sand,
dribbling blood at the same time. At the peak of the dune, she paused. “ C’ mon, hunter. Prove your

hunger.”

Inthe valey below, she saw her companions staring up at her, worried expressions fixed on their faces.
Around them, the other smdller sharks continued to circle, not interfering with their leader.

Kedacrouched, ready.

The fin angled toward her position, sweeping up the face of the dune. Kedawaited until the beast was
only two steps away—then ran directly at thefin. This close, the beast sensed its prey and surged up out
of the sand, amaw of teeth and black throat. Kedalegped, rolling through the air, and landed atop the
fin. Raising her dagger high, she plunged itsfull length deep into the beast’ s back.

Impaled, the beast bucked under her. It bulged up from the sand, itstail whipping vicioudy. Sherodethe
shark, her fingers clenched to the fin' s edge. One hand reached out and yanked the dagger free. Black
blood poured over the sand and down the dune' sface. Asit thrashed, she plunged the dagger in again,
more to anchor her perch than as atrue attack.

The shark attempted to flee, diving back into the sandy deep. Kedawas amost dragged down withiit,
but at the last moment, she tugged free her wegpon and vaulted clear, rolling down the dune.

At the bottom, she did to her feet, blade raised against any further attack. The smdler sharkscircled a
moment more, then dipped back under the sand, following their wounded bull. She signaled her com-
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Jnionsto remain where they were. She wanted the pod of sand harkswell away from the area before
anyone moved.

he wrapped her diced pam into the edge of her cloak. Shedid .t want her blood attracting Stragglers.
As she ood, she saw movement among her companions gathered on the valley floor.

It was Joach. Hisarm shot up, his mouth opening... Thetiny hairs on Keda's nape quivered. Joach was
pointing to the dope behind her.



Spinning on ahed, Kedadropped.
“Watch out!” Joach’'s scream echoed behind her.

From the bank of the dune, ahuge shape legped forth, amonstrous wall of muscle and teeth. The bull
shark, blind with anger and blood lugt, flew itsfull length out of the sand, hurtling through the air toward
Keda Itsfleshy mouth stretched wide, baring rows of razored teeth. Keda could have walked upright
between its open jaws.

Instead, while still crouched, she dove forward—low, under the beast’ s maw. Asthe shark flew over
her, she thrust her dagger high. The magick-fed nightglass cut cleanly, asif through air.

Asthe mongter’ sbulk hurtled by, the dagger diced itsbelly from end to end. But thetip of itstail clipped
Keda s shoulder, throwing her hard to the sand. The blow knocked the dagger from her hand and sent it
twirling away.

Wesgponless, sherolled to her belly, tiny lights dancing before her eyes. The bull shark crashed to the
vdley floor, landing on its Side. Intestines and blood spilled from its gutted belly. Writhing, its cavernous
mouth gnashed a the sand. The others backed away warily. But itstwitching quickly grew still. Blood
Spread in awidening lake.

Kedapushed to her feet. “We should be safe for the moment,” she gasped out, bruised, the air knocked
from her lungs. “The bull’ s blood will drive away its brethren. But there are other predators. We must

kesgp moving.”

Joach collected the dagger and came to her side, offering hisarm for support. “What you did... Y our

She smiled weakly. “ So you' vefinadly found ausefor an assassn’ s skills”

Hunt came up on her other side, Sheeshon il in hisarms. Tears and sand stained the girl’ sface. She
scowled at the shark’ s corpse. “Big bad fish,” she scolded in childish anger, holding her nose againgt the
risng smdl.

Kedareached up to touch the girl’ s cheek, but her legswobbl . j with sudden exhaustion. She sumbled
back toward the sand. “I’ ve got you,” Joach said, catching her. Kedastared up into hiseyes. “ Thanks.”
He did the nightglass dagger into her belt. “1 think you should keep this. Y ou' ve earned it.”

Kedaglanced down at this clear token of trust. She turned away to hide her welling tears and cleared her
throat. “We... we should head out as soon as possible.” She straightened and stared at the dead bulk of
the shark. “ Thetribes have an old adage: *In the sands, only the dead stop moving.” ”

“Then let’s break camp,” Kast said, and stepped ahead with Sy-wen, leading the way back to the
smoldering wreck of the Eagle’ s Fury.

Joach kept near to Keda s side. She noticed his gaze on her as she followed the others. Instead of his
usua smoldering anger, she sensed something e se—something she hadn’t felt since back at the kitchens
of A’loaGlen, when she had posed as a scullion maid.

She glanced out of the corner of an eye. Joach shuffled beside her, biting hislower lip, eyes thoughtful.
Turning, she kept her face hidden and alowed asmadl smileto shine.

Belgan stood at his high window and studied the spread of des-erts around Alcazar. A moon, near to full,



climbed the skies and cast the sands, dunes, and rocksin silver. It was so bright that he could seefar into
the distance.

“Where areyou, Keda?' hewhispered to the desert. Worry kept him far from deep thisnight. The
shaman’ s scrying bones were mixed with omens, both glad and dire. Keda had reached the desert—but
shewasfar from safe.

After reading the bones, the shaman had |eft Alcazar. He would send some of histribesmen out into the
desert to watch for the girl. Belgan prayed they would find her safe, prayed she had succeeded in priming
the ancient dagger in wit’ ch blood. So much depended on someone so young.

But he knew Kedawas more than she appeared. He was the one who had found her a decade ago,
wa king the desert sands. She' d been naked, lessthan five winters of age, with no knowledge of her v or
past—but he had known right away that she was specid.

, harsh sun had not marked her. Her tawny hair was long, drag-in the sand behind her asif its strands had
never been sheared.

had walked into his night camp asif birthed by the desert itself.

pr one so lost and aone, she appeared unnaturaly calm, though she ould not speak. He had first
believed her addled, but she had arned quickly: speaking within the year, reading the next, quickly
mastering any and every skill and chalenge posed her.

There was something specid about Keda. It shone from her. When the task came to wet the nightglass
dagger in wit’ ch blood, there was no other choice. Even if the shaman’s bones had pointed another way,
Belgan would have chosen Keda. To him, she was the desert’ s best hope.

A knock sounded behind him.
He turned, wondering who could be disturbing him at thislate hour. “ Enter,” he called ouit.

The door to his room opened, and an apprentice bowed into the room. “Master Belgan. | apologize for
disturbing you so late”

“What isit, Seth?’

“There comes to the gate a wanderer, someone begging entrance to Alcazar.”
“Ishedone?’

“Yes”

Belgan frowned. To walk the desert alone wasthe act of afool. The dangers were too plentiful for a
sngle pair of eyesto guard againgt. And at thislate hour, he did not have the patience to tolerate fools.
“What does this wanderer want?’

“That' swhy | disturbed you. He wishes to speak to you. He saysthat he comeswith awarning.”

Belgan sighed. He had better investigate. Plucking his cloak from its peg, he drew itsred folds around his
pdeform. “Haveyou let himingde?’

“No, Magter. He waits outside the gate.”

He nodded. Good. With the dangers and diseased creatures|oose in the desert, the gates were ordered



locked at twilight and were not to be opened until dawn. “Take meto him.”

Seth held the door open for his master, then scurried ahead, leading the way down the stairs and through
the sandstone hdlls.

Ages ago, the keep of Alcazar had been hollowed and sculpted from atall outcropping of sandstone.
Approached from the desert Alcazar appeared to be aplain pinnacle of stone, hut anatural vertical crack
inits northern face led into an inner central courtyyard open to the sky above. The keep itsalf had been
carved from thisyard' s surrounding cliffs, sculpted into straight towers, corkscrewing spires, and gigantic
sculptures of ancient kings. It was a castle encased in ashell of sandstone, the private keep and hold of
the Assassins Guild.

Seth pushed through athick ash door and held it open. Belgan stepped out of histower and onto the
paving stones of the centra yard. From here, Belgan continued ahead, Seth trailing at his hedls.

As he crossed the yards, the moon hung high overhead, shining down into the heart of Alcazar. Tothe
right, the stables housing the desert malluks whispered with their mewls and chuffing. The usudly stoic
beasts were clearly agitated, frightened. Even the stable-master had been roused. Belgan saw Humph,
dressed only in his nightclothes, hauling the door open to check on his charges.

Ashe gtared, astray breeze wound under Belgan's cloak and shivered his skin. He wrapped his garment
tighter to histhin shoulders, hugging hissides. Srange omens ride this night.

Seth caught up and passed him. “Thisway, Master Belgan.” On the far sde of the yard, the crack in the
sandstone cliff led out to the open desert, but it had been sedled from top to bottom with a Crosshatch of
iron bars, each asthick asaman’ swrist. Spikes of poisoned barbs festooned the far side, discouraging
any thief from attempting to climb the construction. The only opening initsiron face was a portcullis that
could be raised or lowered by winches and counterbal ances.

Seth led the way to the closed gate. In the dimness beyond the porta, Belgan spotted a shadowed lump.

As he neared, two gpprentices stood to either Sde, spearsin hand: the night’ s sentries. Belgan nodded to
the pair, then dipped aflaming brand from a sconce and approached the gate.

The desert wanderer glanced up from where he knelt at the door.

Belgan gasped and fell back. The face under the cloak’ s hood was al wrinkles and milky eyes. It was as
if an ancient mummified corpse stood at his portd. But thiswas no dead man. Leaningon a

hof gray’ s wood, the stranger dragged to hisfeet. Hoary joints tpped and creaked. Belgan composed
himsdf. “How... How may | help you, old man?

The figure revealed a stumped wrist and shoved down his hood.

The man's staff swiped before hiswrinkled face asif waving awvay abiting fly- Now that the stranger was
standing and fully exposed to view, Belgan redlized hisfirst impression of the wanderer had been
mistaken, atrick of flickering torchlight. Certainly the man was old, but not as corrupted as he had first

thought.

Belgan cast asde hisinitia trepidation. There was nothing to fear. The wanderer’ svoice, when he spoke,
was rich and deep, though coarse with age around the edges. “1 come not seeking your help,

Master Belgan, but to offer you my assstance.”



“How s0? Who are you? Where do you come from?’

“I have many names, but you may cal me Dismarum. | am anomad, wandering the many lands of
Alasea”

The staff again waved before the man’ sface as he shifted histired limbs. The old face suddenly reminded
Belgan of hisgrandfather.

Hefdt atwinge of guilt at hisown lack of hospitality—but he kept histone even. “Why have you come
to my gates?’

“Towarn of an enemy coming thisway.” Belgan lifted one eyebrow. “What enemy might that be?’
“A boy cloaked in black magicks. He goes by the name Joach.”

“And what makes you think he might be coming here?’ Dismarum leaned heavily on his staff, clearly
weak and hungry.

“He sthe brother of awit' ch.”

Belgan jerked with these last words, shocked. “How did you... awit’ ch?’

“I’ve heard rumors on the road. He comes seeking to avenge the death of hissister.”
Belgan felt the blood drain out of hislimbs. Thetorch trembled.

What had Kesla done?

“I would tell you more, but the desert has worn me, drained me.”

The vistor’ swords seemed to worm into Belgan’ s skull. “1 would beg aboon. Let mein.”

Belgan' s suspicionsflared, but the man’ s staff waved again. Belgan blinked, staring back at the guileless
old man. How could he distrust this wanderer who had risked so much to bring him news? Guilt ar his
rudeness surged again. He stepped back. “ Raisethe gate,” hein structed Seth.

“Magter?’

Belgan noticed the worried look on the apprentice sface. “We |l offer this desert wanderer adrink and a
warm med. Now open these gates.”

Seth hesitated, glancing past the gate' s bars with disgust. Belgan remembered with shame hisown initial
revulsion of Dis-marum and scowled at Seth. “Do as| say!”

Seth’ s eyes widened as he rushed over to the winch. Belgan touched his forehead, surprised at hisown
outburst. He never raised hisvoice. It must be the lack of deep, the days of worry for Keda Hiseyes
drifted back to the old man behind the gates. Dis-marum lifted the Saff, rolling it in his pam—and dl
Belgan' s concerns vanished. What was he thinking? He must treat this elder with the utmost compassion.
Perhaps he should even offer him his own room for the night, compensation for hislack of hospitality so
far.

Gears cranked, and iron groaned. Slowly the portcullisrose, its speared lower tips drawn from the
sandstone. Soon the way lay open. Belgan hurried forward and offered Dismarum hisarm. The man
smiled gratefully, all warmth and friendship. Belgan smiled back, content that he had pleased his guest.
Heled Dismarum under the gate and into the centrd yard.



For just amoment, Belgan thought he saw movement out of the corner of hiseye. A blur of something
hulking, aglimpse of claw and cloven hoof. Then it was gone, leaving the scent of goatsin theair.

Belgan dowed, hisbrow furrowing. In his chest, his heart beat faster, panicked. Something was wrong,
dreadfully wrong. Hisfeet tripped.

Then the old man was there, catching him up, brushing him with his staff. With itstouch, Belgan sighed
with relief, dl fearsgone.

He shook his head at his own foolishness and continued toward the scul pted towers and spires. Hisears
ignored the burst of panicked nickering rising from the stables as he passed with his guest.

Instead, he patted the old man’sarm. “Welcome, Dismarum. Welcometo Alcazar.”

On the second day of trekking through the desert, Joach marched beside the litter bearing the
broken-limbed Richad. They werethelast in the line of marchers. Kedaled. Hunt walked beside her,
bearing Sheeshon in hisarms. Ahead of Joach, Kast and Sy-wen strode side by side, wrapped head to
toein drapes of cloak and cloth. The only skin exposed to the sun were their two hands, fingers
interlocked as they crossed the sands.

Joach glanced skyward, squinting. He shaded his eyes. The sun touched the western horizon. Soon they
would need to seek another campsite for the night—and it could not come quick enough. The entire
party was hot, sunburned, and thirsty.

Last night, Kedahad led them to asite amid atumble of rocks. Off the sands, the risk of attack from the
desert’ s nighttime prowlers was less. Asthey had set up camp, she had aso directed them to prop up
sections of the singed sails. “To collect the night’ sdew,” she had explained.

It proved awise move. By morning, the cups and pans positioned under the lower edge of the canopies
werefilled with fresh water. 1t was not enough to wash the sand and dried sweat from their bodies, but it
did dlow them each to drink asmal amount and to fill leather flasks for the day’ sjourney.

But now, asthe sun lowered to the west, Joach’s small water supply had long been used up. Hislips
were cracked, and histongue felt like asticky piece of hide. Kedahad shown him how to keep apebble
in his cheek to help stave off thirst and moisten his mouth, but he had spat it out long ago. As hewalked,
every joint and crevice in hisbody was chafed raw by the sand. Joach’s eyes ached from the blinding
reflection of the sun off the surrounding dunes. It seemed asiif they had been marching for moonsinstead
of days. Even Joach’ s dreams had been of sand and of endless, empty skies.

And he was not donein his suffering. Each member of the party dogged through the desert, head
hanging, beaten down by the sun. Thelitter bearers bore the worst, carrying Richald Sung between thin
poles. The dV’in prince used traces of hismagick to lighten his body and make his burden lessfor them,
but the desert sun sapped everyone' senergy. At times, Richald would alow his bearersto rest and
would limp with a crutch across the sands, his stoic face lined with pain. But he could not do thisfor long
and would haveto return to the litter.

“Joach?’ A hoarse whisper rose from the litter’ srumple of cloths and sails.

Turning, Joach shifted the scarf of cloth from hisfaceto sare a Richadd. It wasthefirst word thedv’in
prince had spoken since the crash of the Eagle' s Fury. “What isit, Richald?’ Richald shifted to one
ebow. “I'm sorry.”

“For what?’



“| faledyoudl.”
Joach crinkled hisbrow. “How s07’

“| should not have lost the Fury. It brings shameto my family.” Joach sighed. He recognized the painin
the other’ seyes. Living among the clouds, Richald had seldom been so serioudy challenged as he had
been two nights ago. The experience had taken the winds out of his haughty salls.

Reaching up, Joach touched the other’ swrist. Richald tried to pull away, but Joach tightened hisfingers,
gripping the man’sarm. “I’m sorry you lost your ship, Richdd. Truly | am. But you salled usthrough the
narcissus fields and made it possible to continue our journey here. Y ou have not shamed your name or
family.”

“Butthe Fury ...”
“It wasjust wood and sail. Aslong asyou live, another ship can be built. You arethetrue Fury.”

Richad swounded face softened afew degrees. He stared at Joach for amoment, then pulled hisarm
free. “Thank you,” he whispered, then rolled away.

prom aheed, Kedalifted an arm. “We Il camp just over the next rise.”
T,ach groaned with relief, glad thislong day was over. According
Keda, they should reach Alcazar by midday tomorrow.

As Joach trudged forward, he found renewed strength. The entire up increased its pace with the end of
the day’ strek in Sight. Thelast dope was amonstrous dune, sweeping up to the height of asteep foothill-
The team climbed the ridge of sand, passing back and forth in ascending switchbacks.

Atlong last, asthe sun sank into the western horizons and shadows stretched into atwilight gloom, they
reached the summit. Joach, last in line behind the litter, saw the party stop with gasps of surprise on their
lips. He trudged the final distance and stared into the next valey.

“Sweet Mother!”

Below wasawonderland. A smal grove of tdl, thin trees crowned with canopied leaveslay inthevaley.
Thetwilight gloom was even thicker in the deep trough, but there was no mistaking the glint of water—a
wide pond! Beside the water, tiny lanterns glowed, illuminating a scatter of tents. The tinkling whisper of
some stringed instrument floated up to them.

“Theoasisof Oo'shd,” Kedasaid with delight. She swept back her hood. Thelast rays of sunlight lit her
cascade of tawny curlsinto strands of gold.

“Why didn’t you tdll usyou were heading here?’ Kast asked, mildly irritated. The same question wason
Joach’s mind, too.

“I could not. It istaboo to speak of an oasis until you are at it. The desert tribes believe that to waste the
moisture of one' s breath to name or speak of an casiswill offend the gods of thisland. As punishment,
they might drain the waters back into the sand or hide it from your path.” Keda searched their faceswith
atrace of asmile. And you wouldn’t want that to have happened, would you?

Hunt answered. “Not for al the gold in the sea.”™ He began to hurry down the dope.

Four masked men suddenly rose from the sand, stepping out of hiding behind smal boulders and dipping



from under camouflaged flaps of cloth. In their hands were long, sickle-shaped blades.
Kedastepped forward, empty pamsraised. “ Naato o’ shi ryt,” she said calmly to the guards.

The lead swordsman’ s eyes grew large when he spotted her. swept back his own desert hood and mask.
“Keda?’

She grinned and bowed. “It isgood to see you again, Innsu.”

The man sheathed his sword and ran up the dope. Joach noticed how tall and broad-shouldered the
young man was. His skin was darkly complexioned, and he had deep, penetrating black eyesand a
small, neatly trimmed beard and mustache. The dome of his head was shaved bald, aswere dl the other
guards.

Reaching Keda, he picked her up in hisarms and swung her around. “We ve been watching for you.”
“Watching for me?’ Keda asked, breathless from the greeting as he set her back on her feet.

“ Shaman Parthusis down at the camp.” Innsu nodded to the collection of low tents. “His boneswarned
of danger aong your path through the desert. We came searching for you. | knew you' d come here to
Oo'shd.”

Her grin broadened. “ Y ou dways know me so well.”

“And why wouldn’t I? How many times have we been out heretraining? | couldn’t keep you away from
thewater.” Aslnnsu turned, Joach spotted a small daggered tattoo behind the man’ sleft ear marking him
as another n.

“How’sMaster Belgan?’ she asked.

Thetdl young man rolled hiseyes. “Worried, asusud.”

Thisraised ahit of laughter from Keda.

Joach frowned, irritated by the man’ sfamiliarity with the tawny-haired girl.

Asif senang hisemotions, Kedaglanced back to him. “We ve had along day’ strek, Innsu. Perhaps
we' d better get these folks cleaned, fed, and settled. Then we can catch up.”

He sobered. “Of course.” Straightening, he addressed the rest of them formaly. “Be welcometo
00’ shd. Come share our waters.” It was clearly acommon greeting, spoken rotely without true emotion.

Innsu turned and spoke in the desert tongue to his companions. One darted away and ran down the
dopetoward the valley, evidently to soread theword of their arrival.

Kedawaved them dl down toward the trees and waters. “ Come. We' ve dl traveled through hardship,
and | imagine the road will grow even harder from here. But thisnight, let us honor the gods of

Wastes and enjoy the hospitality of Oo’ sha without worry or ** Sheled them with Innsu at her sde.
Shele
Toach glanced behind him. The other two guards vanished into ;he sand, returning to guard the valley.

Turning back around, he found Keda s eyes upon him again. Her olet eyes matched the deep twilight



waters below. Joach’ s breath ausht in histhroat. She dowed her pace to come abreast of him and touch
his elbow, leaning close. “We |l be safe tonight. There€ |l be nothing to fear.”

He nodded, noticing the hard, studied look Innsu gave him from behind Keda s shoulder. A desert eagle
studying a scurrying mouse.

Joach met his gaze, unblinking. An unspoken challenge passed between them.
With adight narrowing of hiseyes, Innsu turned away.

Keda, seemingly obliviousto the exchange, continued to speak. “ 00’ shal isadesert name. It means
‘jewd of thesand.” ”

“A jewd indeed,” Sy-wen said, holding Kast’shand. “It’ s beautiful.”

The small pond's color deepened to amidnight blue as they worked down the dope and into the
shadows. It stood in sharp contrast to the red sand and green trees. After the unending landscape of
wind-scul pted dunes and jutting rock, the oasis seemed a paradise of splendor and color.

Asthey neared the outskirts of the oasis, the noises of the camp grew in volume. VVoices called acrossthe
valey in ululating echoes, sounding the arrival of the newcomers and the return of Kedafrom her journey.
The single stringed instrument was joined by the strike and beset of scintillating cymbas, amuch merrier
tune than the previous melancholy one.

Stepping under the fronds of thetall, narrow trees, Joach stared up. Pendulous gourds of a purplish hue
hung from the high canopy. Keda caught his gaze. “ Gre nesh fruit. Itsflesh isvery succulent and swest.
The tribesmen make a potent ale from its mashed and strained seeds, while shamans chew the seed
wholeto walk the dream desert.”

Joach’ s ears pricked up. “To walk the dream desert? What do you mean:

“It' sashaman’sritud. Intruth, | never fully understood it.” Joach was disappointed. Since hisloss of
Hint and Meric, he'd had no oneto instruct him in hisown talent of drearnweaving. After his
near-disastrous misinterpretation of one of his dreams, Joach had grown to consider histalent morea
threat than agift. Over the past moon, he had sensed the occasiona twinge of magick attempting to
infuse his dreams, but Joach had shunned it like an unwanted guest A voice spoke out the shadows
ahead. “Y ou ask of the dream desert. Maybe | can explain it better after you' verested.” A thin figure
stepped acrosstheir path. He was gaunt, all worn bone and gristle, with skin burned to a deep bronze.
Only his eyes seemed fresh and bright, dmost aglow in the twilight murk.

“Shaman Parthus!” Kedaexclaimed, rushing forward to hug the old man. She quickly made
introductions.

“Come,” the shaman finished. “We ve hedersto help theinjured, and food and drink—but first | imagine
you'd al like to wash the sand from your feet.”

“And hair, and mouth, and ears, and arse,” Kast said.

Thisearned asmall amile. “Fear not, Oo’ sha will cleanse your body and spirit. Innsu will lead the men to
their bathing pool; Kedawill takethe girl child and woman. In the meantime, I’ll guide theinjured to the
heder’ stent.” Parthuswaved ahand, and agroup of tribesmen led Richad and hislitter bearers down a
Sde path.

Keda scooped up Sheeshon, whose eyes were wide at the new surroundings. “ Thisway.”



Sy-wen kissed Kast on the cheek and followed the lithe assassin. The remaining men were led down
another path toward the waters.

Joach noticed the shaman’ s eyesfollowing him as he left. Caught staring, the shaman nodded knowingly.
The shaman’ slips moved in words meant only for Joach, and though the man was a distance away,
Joach heard him as clearly asif he had whispered in hisear. “We' |l speak after the moon sets,” the old
man said.

Still pondering the shaman’ s strange words, Joach found himself at the edge of the pool. Asthe sun
finished setting, stars began to appear in the sky, mirrored in the waters here. As Joach stared, he was
surprised by the size of the pool. From this shore, the far bank was dmost indiscernible, moreasmall
lake than a pond.

Kast tugged off one boot and reached afoot into the water. “It’ s nice and cool.”

Tnnsu explained, arms crossed over his chest. “Oo’ shd is fed from derground springs deep beneath the
desert.”

Kast nodded and pulled his other boot off, then quickly shed his rrnents. Joach and Hunt did not hesitate,
Sripping off their sandy

Jsweat-stained cloaks and undergarments. Kast ran and dove ,to the waters, Hunt and Joach at his
heds. Their whoops of ddlight ,,,,st have been heard far across desert.

Innsu just stood on the bank, arms still crossed, face stoic as stone.

After rubbing the sand and grime from their bodies, thetrio floated and swam. None of them wanted to
leave the bam of the cool lake. But eventualy Innsu waved them back to the shore. Climbing from the
waters, they found clean, |loose robes to don.

“Y our clotheswill be washed tonight,” Innsu said. “Now we must hurry. A smal feast isbeing prepared.”

Joach quickly learned that small was a subjective term. In aclearing at the center of the low tents, alarge
woven blanket had been spread. Bright sitting pillows interwoven with thin strands of silver dotted the
edges, but it was the platters and bowls of fruits and roasted mesats and the flagons of ale that drew
Joach’ s eyes. His mouth watered at the sight. And the rich scent of spices and Sizzling roasts amost
made him swoon on hisfedt.

Sy-wen, Sheeshon, and Kedawere dready seated, waiting with clear impatience. “It' shigh timeyou
men showed up,” Sy-wen said, wearing ascolding smile. “It seems these desert tribesmen have the odd
custom of alowing their mento et firs.”

Kast crossed and settled to apillow next to his mate. “ Sounds like afitting ruleto me.”

His statement earned him an elbow jabbed in his sde. He laughed as Joach and Hunt took pillows on the
far dde of the spread of food.

Innsu bowed. “I must return to my watch. | bid thee agood meal.” Keda smiled up at her fellow

n. “Thank you, Innsu.” Before he left, he glanced to Joach, hisface again stone, unreadable. Then
he swung away. The other tribesmen aso gave them privacy to enjoy their med, retreating to their tents,
though somewhere apair of musicians continued to ply the night with soft chords and the tinkle of bells.

Now settled, Keda showed them how to partake of the meal. There were no plates, knives, forks, or
spoons. All that rested before each pillow was a short spear, about as long as Joach’ sforearm. Keda



demongtrated how to usethetool to jab amorsel and bring it to one' slips.
She did not eat what she speared but nodded to Joach. “Men must ezt first.”
Joach smiled and speared a chunk of sizzling mest. “ Roasted owl,” Kedaexplained.

Joach brought it to hislips. His eyes closed with satisfaction as his teeth sank through the charred skinto
the tender meat. He sighed with appreciation, tasting the sweset juices used in the marinade. He had never
experienced anything so wonderful.

Noises of gppreciation arose from the others. With the men having sampled the fare, the women began to
Spear and jab at the feast. Asthe night wore on and the moon climbed high in the sky, laughter and de
flowed, easing resdual tensions and aches. Joach could dmost forget that he sat in the middle of the
Southern Wastes, one of Alasea s harshest lands. Finally, his ssomach full, he groaned with pleasure and
put down his spear. “More?’ Kedateased.

Joach shook hishead. “I couldn’t stand another morsal of your peopl€e’ s hospitality—Not without
burgting like an overripe pumpkin.” The group shared hisviews. Sy-wen and Kast were soon retreating
to their assigned tent, armslocked around each other. Hunt stirred, too. “1 should get Sheeshon to bed.”
The child leaned against the Bloodrider’ s side, gently snoring. She had fallen adeep long ago. He picked
her small form up under one arm and stood. Sheeshon did not even stir. Weaving dightly fromthe ale,
Hunt strode toward the tents. “Seep well,” Kedacaled after him.

He lifted an arm in acknowledgment, then disappeared into atent. Turning, Keda s eyesfound Joach’s.
They were alone now. She glanced shyly away. “I told Shaman Parthus about the nightglass dagger. He Il
join uson the journey to Alcazar tomorrow.”

“That' sgood,” Joach mumbled, suddenly avkward. He rolled hisfeet under him, pushing up. “I guess|
should find my tent.” Cross-legged, Keda tared at her toes. “Already?’ Joach felt hisheart jump. He
shuffled hisfeet. “Wel, I... I'm actudly not that deepy.”

She did smoothly to her feet. “1t' sgood to walk a bit after alarge med. Better for the digestion.”
“So I've heard. But walk where?’

Shefindly lifted her eyesback to hisface. “I'll show you.” Keda

«d himto atrail between adense grove of trees. “ There' s something y* should see.”

Kedaled, but Joach quickly stepped beside her. “Where arewe going'” heasked. E“You'll see.”

In silence, they wound through the trees. Small bats roosting in the canopies took flight at their approach.
But soon the trees were behind them, and they were climbing a path up the face of adune. Joach’sfeet
kept dipping in the sand, but Kedamoved lightly up the dope. She reached back and helped him.

Her hand was an ember in hispam.
“If you walk with theinner edge of your feet, you'll not need to fight the sand as much.”

Joach did as sheinstructed and discovered she was right. But though he moved more easily, she never
released his hand. He did not object. In fact, he moved closer to her sde. He could smell the water of
Oo'shd in her hair, and the soft scent of her skin.

All too soon, they reached the crest of the dune.



The desert, etched in silver by the bright moon, stretched forever. “It’ s beautiful,” he mumbled.
She leaned closer to him and pointed her free arm. “Do you see that spear of rock near the horizon?’

Joach squinted. He could just make out alone mountain in the distance, its dopes limned in moonlight.
“What isit?’

“It'sAlcazar. My home.”

Joach stared down at her. Her eyes brimmed with tears. He let go of her hand and draped hisarm
around her shoulders, pulling her to hisside, hugging and holding her.

The cold assassn melted into his Side, now just awoman.
RICHALD LAY ATOP THE THIN BLANKET, THE SAND BENEATH SCULPTED TO

his contours. The camp had long gone quiet, but deep escaped him. Thetribe’ s heder had given him
medicinesto dull hispain, but the achein hisbroken leg still nagged. Hisremaining crew lay around the
wide tent, curled in dumber; awhistling chorus of snores surrounded him.
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around each other. Hunt stirred, too. “I should get Sheeshon to bed.” The child leaned againgt the
Bloodrider’ s side, gently snoring. She had fallen adegp long ago. He picked her small form up under one
arm and stood. Sheeshon did not even stir. Weaving dightly from the de, Hunt strode toward the tents.

“Seepwell,” Kedacaled after him.
He lifted an arm in acknowledgment, then disappeared into atent.

Turning, Keda s eyesfound Joach’s. They were done now. She glanced shyly away. “1 told Shaman
Parthus about the nightglass dagger. HE Il join us on the journey to Alcazar tomorrow.”



“That' sgood,” Joach mumbled, suddenly awvkward. He rolled hisfeet under him, pushing up. “I guess|
should find my tent.”

Crosslegged, Kedastared at her toes. “Already?’

Joach felt his heart jump. He shuffled hisfeet. “Well, I.... I'm actualy not that Seepy.”

She did smoothly to her feet. “1t'sgood to walk a bit after alarge med. Better for the digestion.”
“So I've heard. But walk where?”

Shefindly lifted her eyesback to hisface. “I’ll show you.” Kedavvaved him to atrail between adense
grove of trees. “There' s something you should see.”

Kedaled, but Joach quickly stepped beside her. “Where are we going?’ he asked.
“You'll see”

In slence, they wound through the trees. Small bats roosting in the canopies took flight &t their gpproach.
But soon the trees were behind them, and they were climbing a path up the face of adune. Joach’sfeet
kept dipping in the sand, but Keda moved lightly up the dope. She reached back and helped him.

Her hand was an ember in hispam.
“If you wak with theinner edge of your feet, you'll not need to fight the sand as much.”

Joach did as she instructed and discovered she was right. But though he moved more easily, she never
released hishand. He did not object. In fact, he moved closer to her sde. He could smell the water of
Oo0'shd in her hair, and the soft scent of her skin.

All too soon, they reached the crest of the dune.

The desert, etched in silver by the bright moon, stretched forever.

“It' sbeautiful,” he mumbled.

She leaned closer to him and pointed her free arm. “Do you see that spear of rock near the horizon?’

Joach squinted. He could just make out alone mountain in the distance, its dopes limned in moonlight.
“What isit?’

“It'sAlcazar. My home.”

Joach stared down at her. Her eyes brimmed with tears. He let go of her hand and draped hisarm
around her shoulders, pulling her to hisside, hugging and holding her.

The cold assassn melted into his Side, now just awoman.
RICHALD LAY ATOP THE THIN BLANKET, THE SAND BENEATH SCULPTED TO

his contours. The camp had long gone quiet, but deep escaped him. Thetribe’ s hedler had given him
medicinesto dull hispain, but the achein hisbroken leg sill nagged. Hisremaining crew lay around the
wide tent, curled in dumber; awhistling chorus of snores surrounded him.

Wit ch (.tatf.



He closed hiseyes. He could il sense his ship, even from leagues away. During hislife, he had seidom
left its planked decks. To losethe Fury waslikelosing apart of himself. He felt naked, vulnerable.

He remembered his distraught words to Joach. Foolish, he thought to himsdf. It was not proper for a
prince of the Blood to show weakness, to ask for forgiveness, especially from ahalf-breed like Joach.

But in his heart, he knew he needed the comfort of the young man’s counsdl. As much as he sniped at
Joach, Richad had grown to respect the man. He had proven hisroya blood, both in the past and even
on thisjourney. It had been Joach who had goaded him into finding that |ast bit of strength necessary to
guide his ship over the ving sfields. If it hadn’t been for the boy, they al might have died. Joach had
given Richdd the strength to find hishonor, to ply hisdementd skillsto their fullest.

And as much astheloss of his ship wasawound in his heart, Richad relished that find flight: the rush of
wind, the snap of sailcloth, the dance of flames, even the overwhelming pain as the ship broke apart
under him. At that moment, he had never felt more dive and vigorous. Lives had depended on him. His
skill was al that had stood between life and desth.

Tearsfilled his eyes. He owed the experience to Joach.

Richald shifted his hip, triggering aflash of agony up hisleg. The pain hdped focus histhoughts. Injured,
he was more a burden than an asset to the mission here in the deserts. The plan was for him to
recuperate at Alcazar while the others continued in their effortsto destroy the Basilisk Gate. And this
rankled him—it was the true reason deep escaped him this night. He owed Joach a debt, and he meant
to honor it.

But how? How could he be of usein his current broken state?
Richad stared at the tent’ sroof. If there ever was away to repay Joach, he would.
“This| swear on the blood of my family,” he muttered softly.

Content with his spoken promise, Richad rolled to his Sde, guarding hisleg, and knew he could findly
deep.

In the thick of the night, Joach woke with agtart, asif someone had called hisnamein the dark. He sat
up, his heart pounding harshly. He stared around the small tent. It was empty—some stored oils and
bags, but nothing more. He tossed aside his blanket and oiled from the thin bed, naked except for apair
of cotton breeches.

The cool desert night chilled his bare flesh. His ears strained for what had startled him awake.

The only noise outside was the soft whisper of tree fronds wafting in the gentle night breezes. Still, Joach
shivered.

Stepping to the tent flap, he pushed a corner open and peeked outside. The night had grown darker than
when he had climbed into hisbedroll after hiswalk with Keda

Beyond the tent, past afew trees, Joach spotted the central clearing. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he
spotted a shadowy figure standing out there. The stranger waved an arm, indicating Joach should
approach.

Glancing right and left, Joach hesitated. Not asingle light glowed anywhere around the oasis. But he
knew guards had been posted around the valley. No intruder should have been able to enter the area
without rasng andarm.



Joach bit hislower lip and dipped through the tent flap. Out of the shelter, the night breeze chilled him to
the bone. He wrapped his arms around his bare chest.

Ahead, the dark figure waited, unmoving.

Joach stepped forward, swallowing back hisfear. Once closer, the features of the lurker grew clearer: his
bald head, his burnt-copper skin, and his piercing eyes that glowed as bright as the moon. Joach
recognized the tribe’' s shaman.

He strode more confidently forward. “ Shaman Parthus.”

“Joach Morin' gtal.” The shaman’svoice rasped like flowing sand. “How may | help you?’ Joach asked
hestantly, not fully able to shake his nervousness.

The shaman did not answer. He smply waved Joach to sit with him in the sand. The old man folded to
the ground, cross-legged.

Joach felt uncomfortable looming over the elder, so he settled to the sand, too. Only then did he spot a
small bone bow! resting before the shaman’ sknees. It wasfilled with thumb-sized nuts.

Parthus noticed his attention. “ Gre’ nesh seeds.”

Joach remembered Keda s description of the fruit’s seed. Diluted, it made a strong, intoxicating de, but
when taken whole, it supposedly helped the shamans of the tribes in some mysterious ways.

Parthus picked up the bowl and offered its contents to Joach. The young man took one of the offered
seeds, as did the shaman.

“I don’'t understand,” Joach mumbled.
“Y ou are ashaman. | spotted it in your eyeswhen you first cameto Oo'sha.”
Joach shook his head. “I have the gift of dreamweaving, nothing more. | am no shaman.”

Parthus stared at Joach with those intense bright eyes. “ That will be seen.” The shaman popped a
gre' nesh seed into hismouth. A loud crack sounded as his teeth bit into the nut. Parthus nodded for
Joach to do the same.

He hesitated, then did asinstructed. He popped the seed between his molars and crunched down on it.
Almogt ingtantly, abitter taste filled his mouth. He swallowed back agag.

“Do not fight it,” the shaman said, but his voice was dreamy, dmost asif he were drifting away.

Joach stared acrossthe smdl space, eyeto eye. His mouith filled with sdivaas histongue fought the
bitterness, trying to wash away the taste. With hisfingers clenched on his knees, Joach swallowed hard.
For amoment, hefdt nothing, just relief to get the foulness off histongue.

With anod, the shaman spit out the empty husk of his seed; Joach did the same.

Joach coughed on the residud bitterness. “What now? s there some—" Then the world dissolved
around him. Trees and tents, water and sky—all washed away. All that remained were two things: the
endless sand and the lone figure of Parthus still seeted acrossfrom him.

Joach craned his neck. Overhead, the night sky was empty—no stars, just an endless blank expanse that
spread to dl horizons. Y et instead of finding this strange landscape dark, Joach had to squint against the



brightness. All the sands around them glowed with the same shinefound in the shaman’ s eyes.

Joach gawked at the landscape. As strange asthisdl was, Joach felt atwinge of familiarity. He had been
here before. Last night, as he dept, he had dreamed of this place. In the morning, he had thought the
sandy dream amere reflection of the day’ s arduous trek. But here he was again.

parthus rose smoothly to hisfeet and held out ahand. “Come. It ise e you walked the dream desert.”

Joach, hismouth gill hanging open, accepted the man’ sfirm grip .d alowed himself to be pulled to his
feet. “Where exactly arewe?

V/hat isthis dream desart?

“The gre’ nesh seed freed our spiritsfrom our bodies. Once un-tethered, those attuned to the elemental
energy of sand are drawn into the desert’ s endless dream.”

“But | have no skill in sand magick.”

Parthus nodded. “I know this. But you thrum to al things dreaming. Y ou were drawn not by the sand,
but by the dream itsdf.”

Joach frowned and stared around him. Not a creature stirred, not awind blew. But even though it was
quiet, he sensed agreat pressure dl around him, asif he were submerged deep under the sea and
something large were examining him for dinner. He wrapped hisarms around his bare chest and wished
he had thought to don a shirt. Turning back to the shaman he asked, “ But where exactly are we? Why
did you bring me here?’

“Follow me.” Parthus swept his cloak around his thin shoulders and struck out across the smooth
landscape.

Joach matched his stride. As they walked, Joach sensed gresat distances were crossed with each step.
“Where are you taking me?’

“To the heart of thedreaming... To the Southwall itsdf.” Joach cringed. “Isit safe?’

“Aslong asyou stay a my side. Don't wander off.” Joach studied the landscape of empty glowing sands
and emptier skies. Where could he go?

Asif reading histhoughts, Parthus spoke. “ To walk aone here can threaten your very spirit. Occasiondly
other dreamswill intersect with this plane and bring nightmares to the sands. Here they have the strength
of red beasts. They can kill or worse.”

“Worse?’

“ Sometimes as you engage another’ s night figment, you can become drawn out of thislandscape and into
the dreamer’ smind. If that happens, you will be lost forever.”

Joach’ s belly became queasy. He studied the sands more closaly. Wasthat aflicker of movement at the
corner of hiseye? His gaze darted al around him.

“Do not search too closdly. It gives the figments power, sapping your own spirit through your attention.
Instead, focus on your own god. Do not be distracted.”

Joach nodded, but his eyes spotted a shimmer to hisleft. Helooked. A handsome silvery woman
gppeared from the sands wrapped in digphanous silks, barely hiding alithe body of long legs and inviting



curves. Joach stared.

Thefigure noticed his gaze and smiled. Joach found his own lip, curling to match her expression. She
raised adender arm and, with asingle red-nailed ringer, motioned for him to come nearer.

Joach stepped away from the shaman—but abony grip clenched his elbow. The shaman held him tight.
“Look closer, boy,” Parthushissed in hisear.

Blinking, Joach opened his mouth to protest, but the shaman’ swords cast the glamor from hiseyes. The
dender woman gtill stood in the sands, inviting, aluring—but from the waist down, Joach redlized her
body was that of amonstrous coiled snake, writhing in the sands.

Joach jumped away, bumping into the shaman behind him.
The nightmare hissed, lips parting to reved slvered fangs.

“Keegp moving,” the shaman said, shoving Joach forward. “It’ snothing. A figment. But amoment longer,
and your attention would have pulled it fully from the sands.”

Joach swallowed the terror down into his belly, suddenly sick.

The shaman steadied him with ahand on his shoulder. “ Take deep breaths. The figment drew some of
your energy. It'll take amoment for you to gain it back.”

Joach nodded and kept marching. He drew great gaspsinto his chest, and after afew moments, the
queasiness did indeed fade away. “I'm feding better,” he mumbled as Parthus drew beside him.

“Good, because we re dmost to the Wall.”
Joach frowned. Ahead the desert stretched just as featureless as usud. “Where?’
The shaman motioned him to silence. “No further words from here.” He reached and took Joach’ s hand.

Together, they walked across the desert. Again Joach was struck by the odd sensation of great distances
being traveled, but soon this feding waned. Though they walked at the same pace, Joach fdlt asif they
were dowing, less distance being crossed with each step.

At lagt, Joach noted adight ripple in the sand ahead. He squinted, u r it wastoo far away. They
continued on in slence. Sowly details merged as they approached. Movement—the ripple grew into a
sl-

X river cutting acrosstheir path, with only adight meander to its course.

Asthey neared, Joach saw it was not water that flowed aong this channel but what looked like molten
slver. Parthus drew Joach up to the nearest bank. He could fed the power here, like apressurein his
ears. The sand led at agentle dopeto the silver’ s edge. Parthus pointed into its depths.

Leaning over theriver, Joach saw his own reflected face, as clear asin any looking glass—but that was
not al! He bit back a gasp, covering his mouth with ahand. Reflected in the silver wasthe night sky filled
with stars and amassive wall towering behind Joach. He glanced over his shoulder but saw nothing—just
the endless smooth desert. He returned to his study of the reflection. Glancing to the left and right, he saw
the wdl’ slength was reflected dong the Slver river’ sentire course.

“The Southwall,” Parthus whispered. “The desert dreams of it here.”



Joach’ s eyes widened in wonder.

Before he could comment, Parthus hushed him and led the way aong the bank’ s edge, heading to the
left. Joach followed. Hefound it hard for hiseyesto leave theriver. Along the Slver channd, he watched
their images driding dong the length of the Southwall. Amazing.

But after abit of time, the reflection in theriver began to fade, growing darker. It was asubtle change,
but with each step, the silver seemed to lose its luster. Joach aso noticed that the constant pressure of
power wavered, too. He glanced questioningly to the shaman.

The elder held afinger to hislips. He led the way over adight dope. Theriver swept around the sandy
hill in agentle curve. Asthey crested over the low mound, Joach cringed a what came into view.

A short distance ahead, the river swept around the dope and into a cauldron of blackness, whereit was
swallowed away. The sck flow churned in on itself, forming aswirling vortex, awhirlpool of disease.
Beyond this cauldron, Joach spotted atrace of the silver river continuing deeper into the desert, winding
toward the endless horizon. But even from the distance, Joach could tell the flow was feeble, weakened
and corrupted by its passage through this black stain.

Joach returned his attention to the vortex of corrupted energy. He saw that the stain was not limited to
theriver’'s course, but tendrils ran under the sandy banks and spread into the desert, shadowy veinsthat
burrowed far, dimming the glow of the dream sand.

Joach shuddered. He remembered Keda' s description of a spreading poison that tainted the Southern
Wastes. He knew he was staring at the cause.

At hisside, Parthus raised an arm and pointed to the black cauldron of swirling corruption. A singleword
formed on hislips, aname. “Tular.”

With thisrevelation, the shaman drew Joach back down the dope and away from the river, heading back
the way they had come. Joach marched in silence, stunned by what he had just been shown. The evil at
Tular was feeding off avein of the Land’ senergy, twisting thisfont of power to its own fetid purposes.

Ashewalked, Joach recalled the manner by which theill’ guard were forged, how certain dementas
energies were corrupted and bent to the Black Heart’ s cause. The same was going on here—only on a
grander scale. Horror ran like ice through Joach’ s veins. Could the Dark Lord twist the Land itsdlf into
anill’ guard dave? Was such athing possble? If it cameto be, if the Land itself turned againgt their side,
no one would be able to withstand the Gul’ gotha—not even Elena.

Joach’ s hands formed tight fists. That must not happen.
Joach was tugged to a stop. His eyes refocused back to the dream desert.
“We vereturned,” the shaman said, folding hislegs and sitting. He indicated for Joach to do the same.

Joach settled to the sand, too shocked to resist, and asked the question foremost in hismind. “Why did
you show methis?’

The shaman closed his eyes and raised his hands, holding two fis-fuls of sand. He tossed the glowing
granshighinto theair, sweeping it over both men. Asthe sand fell, it drew back thered world, like
drawing down a curtain. Trees and tents regppeared around them. Over the shoulder of the shaman, the
waters of Oo’' shd again reflected the starlight.

Parthus opened his eyes. In them, Joach recognized the glow of the dream desert. After alifetime of



communing on the dream plane, the shaman now shone outwardly with its magick.
“Why did | reved thisto you?’ the elder repeated. “Why you?’

“Y.yes”

“Because you are strong, yet do not know your full strength.”

Joach frowned.

“Y ou are no ordinary dreamweaver, amere prophet of dreams. Has no one mentioned how infinitely
deep your dreaming power runs?’

Joach remembered Brother Hint’ s statement of long ago: how the old mage had claimed Joach was one
of the strongest elementasin dream magick. He shook hishead. “I gill don’t understand the
sgnificance”

“Most dreamweavers are just passve bystanders, reading the writing on the wall, watching things happen
from adistance. But you, Joach, have the ability to do so much more. The dream planeisyour canvas.
Rather than be a passive player, you can be a participant. Y ou can be adream scul ptor , someone with

the ability to craft eements from theland of dreams and bring them into the real world.” Joach madea
scoffing noise. 1’ ve never heard of such athing.”

“Because you' re the first sculptor to gppear in countless generations. It was an art thought forever lost.
But we sand shamans have never forgotten. It is seared into our most secret histories.”

“I don't understand. What histories?” Parthus sighed. “ The histories of Tular.”
Joach blinked with shock. Theimage of the black vortex flashed across hisvision. “ Tular?’

“Long ago, when the South wall was new, the Land drew certain desert peopleto its sandstone walls. It
grew the castle of Tular to house these specid guardians and gifted them with apart of the desert’s
dreaming magick. They ruled the Southern Wastes with honor and justice. During thistime, the desert
flourished, and the tribes grew in number. It was awonderful age.”

“So what happened?”’

The shaman’ sface darkened. “ Slowly the power began to corrupt the leaders of Tular. Guardians
became ghouls. They learned to bring demons and beasts from the dreamscape to terrorize the Wastes.
One of their most fearsome was the great basilisk, afeathered serpent with an undying thirst for blood.
For centuries, the ghouls of Tular ruled with aniron fist. Until one day, the Wit' ch of Spirit and Stone
cametoour aid.”

“Sisa kofa?’

Parthus nodded. “ Sherallied our people and used her own blood to create weapons that could day the
dream beasts. The ghouls were torn from their roosts and the misshapen beasts destroyed. Tular was | ft
empty and abandoned. And the magick of dream sculpting died with it.” The shaman eyed Joach. “ That
is, until now.”

Joach licked hislips nervoudy. “How can you be so sure | have this power?’

The shaman studied Joach hard and long. “1 don’t know if you' re ready for that answer. Can you smply
trust that | know?’



Joach’ seyes narrowed. “ Tell mewhy you suspect such athing.”
“I do not just suspect—I know?

“How can you be so certain?’

“Because Kedafound you and brought you here.”

Joach waved away hisanswer. * She found me because she needed to prime the nightglass dagger with
my sster’ sblood. Nothing more.”

Parthus frowned. He took out asmall pouch, opened it, and poured tiny white bonesinto hispam. “1 use
these to study the unseen pathsin life. But not al roads are clearly marked. Kedawas sent with the
dagger, but wasit solely to wet its blade in wit’ ch blood—or was there another reason? A path to
another end?’ Parthus glanced up at Joach.

“What? To find me? To bring me here?’

He dowly nodded, rolling the bones from one hand to the other. “Many paths twine and wind. It is often
hard to say which isthe truest path.”

Joach sighed. “I till don't seethe significance. So | came here. So I'm sironglly gifted in dream magicks.
How does any of this make me one of these dream sculptors?’

The shaman closed his eyes, hisface pained. “Because as soon as the two of you walked into the oasis, |
could read your hearts, see the ties that bound you two together. She loves you like she hasloved no
other.” The shaman opened hiseyes. “ And | suspect the same could be said of you toward her.”

Joach’s cheeks grew warm with afierce blush. He attempted to rebut the shaman’ swords, but dl that
came out was anonsensical fammer.

“po not deny your heart, boy,” Parthus spat angrily. “1 will hear , lies spokenin Oo'shd.” loach
swallowed back any further protest. Cowed, he nodded for the shaman to continue.

With agrumble, Parthus camed hisvoice. “Before Kedaleft on theiourney to A’loaGlen, her blood
was dribbled over these bones. It isatrick shamans use to keep track of aperson from afar.” Herattled
the bitsin hisfist. “But on thefirst tossing, | learned much more. The bones spoke Keda s true name and
from where she had come.”

Joach crinkled hisbrow. Kedahad claimed she had been found wandering in the desert by the head of
the Assassins Guild, then fostered at Alcazar and trained in the guild’ s ways. Was there more she hadn't
reveded?“What did you learn?’

“Itisdifficult to speak doud. | have told no one, not even Guild-master Belgan.” The shaman dropped
the bonesinto the sand and stood.

Joach stared at the spread of the fallen bones, then up at the thin shaman. “What did they revea about
Keda?’

“Itislate,” Parthussaid, partidly turning away. “We have ahard trek to reach Alcazar tomorrow.”

Joach stood up quickly, kicking sand over the bones. He grabbed for the shaman’s e bow, but the man
moved beyond hisreach.

Parthus turned. “ One last time—do you truly want the truth? About Keda, about her connection to you?



Why she marks you as a sculptor?’
Joach felt amomentary twinge of doubt, fearful of the answer.

But apart of him had to know this secret, could not be satisfied with mere faith. Not trusting hisvoice,
Joach nodded.

“No,” Parthus said. “I want to hear it in your own voice.”

Joach cleared histhroat with greet difficulty. “Tell me” he croaked out.

“Y ou must sweear to tell no others. Not your friends, not even

Keda“

“| swear.” Parthus sighed, hisbody sagging. “Thegirl you love, Keda—sheis not what she gppears.”

“| don’'t understand.” Parthusturned away. “ Kedaisadream, afigment sculpted by the desert and given
form and substance to walk thisworld. As she has chosen you, so the desert has a so chosen. It has
drawn asculptor back to the sands of the Wastes, to cal you back to guardianship, marking you asthe
oneto rid the deserts of the pestilence that festersin Tular.” The shaman moved away, leaving Joach
standing stunned. “ But Keda, the girl—sheisnot red.”

Joach stood in the clearing, frozen. The shaman’ swords bound him in place as surely as any ropes.
Trembling, Joach pictured Keda stawny hair, her crooked smile, the way shetilted on ahip when
joking, how her hand fit so snugly into his palm. As he stood, athick tear rolled down his cheek—while
deep insde, something shattered into a thousand sharp and brittle pieces.

His pained voice whispered over the waters of Oo’shd. “Keda...”

With the sun directly overhead, Kedaclimbed the ridge ahead of the dower caravan. She wanted to be
thefirgt to glimpse Alcazar, to share amoment of private homecoming. She cast off her sweep of silk
scarf from her face and shook |oose the hood of her desert cloak.

Haifaleague away, the red sandstone cliff of Alcazar thrust sheer from the desert, a solitary behemoth, a
great ship in the sand. Its sweeping bluffs glowed in the sunlight, its dense sllicate crystals sparkling like
jewels. It took akeen eyeto discern that this mountain of wind-sculpted rock harbored acastleiniits
heart. But Kedaknew the hulking rock aswell as her own face. Alcazar was the only home she had ever
known, and to her, its secrets could never be hidden in shadow and stone. From the dun€e’ sridge, she
spotted small crevices and cracks high up the cliffs that masked windows and spy holes. Sheimagined
eyes staring back at her, sentries dert to the gpproach of others.

Shelifted an arm to these unseen watchers, a salute of welcome.

As shewaited, no acknowledgment came, not even the customary flash of asignal mirror. Kedalowered
her arm with afrown. At dawn, Shaman Parthus had sent ahead two sand runnersto carry advance
word to Master Belgan. Surely they had arrived a quarter of aday ahead of them.

Kedasighed and glanced over a shoulder. Her companionsworked up the last of the switchbacks
toward her position. She shifted her feet, impatient to continue ahead. With Alcazar in sight, she could
hardly constrain hersdlf. It had been so many moons since she had last seen her friends and caretekers:
Shargyll, the rotund matron who had trained Kedain her scullion’s skills; Humph, the long-eared
stablemaster and his herd of ornery maluks,; and Crannus, the master of poisonswho told the most vile
jokes. But most of al she missed Master Belgan—her teacher, her counselor, her confessor. In many



ways, he was the father she had never known.

Thislast thought made her melancholy. She stared at the great spread of the Wastes. Where had she
come from? Where in this sand-blown landscape was her true home? Her gaze settled back on the great
rock of Alcazar. She knew the answer: there stood her home.

Sighing, sheturned again as the caravan of desert tribesmen and her fellow companions worked their
way up to theridge. Joach wasthefirgt to join her. His eyes were ingtantly drawn to the cliffs and sandy
ledges of Alcazar.

“It'ssolarge” he said, craning for abetter view. She nodded with ashy smile. “It houses over four
hundred apprentices, journeymen, and masters of the guild.”

“You can't even tell anyoneresidesthere”

“That was done purposefully. Five centuries ago, when the keep of Alcazar wasfirst carved from the
rock, the guild was fleeing from the sinking of Castle Drakk in southern Alasea. They wanted privacy, a
secure place away from prying eyes and their Gul’ gothal pursuers, a strong citadd in which to regroup
and rebuild the Assassins Guild.”

“I see,” Joach mumbled.

Kedamoved astep closer, but Joach shifted away from her. She noticed how he seemed to sink deeper
into his cloak. From the corner of her eye, she watched him. All day he had been digtant like this: refusing
to meet her gaze, communicating with terse words, always seeming to be too busy to talk. Though his
attitude was not asrude and distrustful asit had been on the journey from A’loa Glen, it was markedly
more cold than the warmth they had shared under the desert Sars.

“Joach...” she began softly, gently trying to coax some answers.

But hetwisted away asthelitter bearing Richad neared. “1 should help them.” He hurried to lend his
shoulder with the ev'iniin lifting their captain up and over the ridge. Behind them, Hunt trudged up the last
dope with Sheeshon riding his shoulders.

“Lookie, Kedal” Sheeshon cdled to her. “Hunt’'samalluk.”

JCedaamiled. “He certainly is” The girl had been enchanted by the desert’ s beasts of burden, plaguing
the drovers as they loaded and prepared the shaggy creaturesfor the journey.

Hunt rolled his eyes ashe moved past Keda s post. “ After trekking here, | must smell like amalluk, too.”
Thelarge Bloodrider continued over the ridge, following after the litter.

Sowly therest of the caravan trundled past. Sy-wen and Kast climbed over theridge, only pausing to
share asip from awaterskin. From the way Kast had to squeeze the leathery malluk bladder, it wasthe
last of their share. As he drank, Kedanoted that the wide-shouldered man’s singed arm was dathered in
yellowish serpent tongue oil, a potent healing balm. Already Kast's arm looked much lessred, the
blistering subsiding. If there was one thing desert hedlers knew how to mend, it was skin burns; the sun of
the Southern Wastes was merciless.

Asthetwo lovers moved down the dope toward Alcazar, the desert tribesmen with their drovers and
laden malluks swept past. The maluks, as usual, were unfazed by the trek, shambling along with their
riders hdf dozing in their saddles. The beasts towered twice the height of an ordinary man and had a
thick insulating coat of sandy-red hair that blended amost perfectly with the desert. Their wide,
flat-splayed feet padded across the loose sand, and their large brown eyes studied Keda as they passed.



One of the beasts|eaned toward her and snuffled at her, checking to seeif she had something good to
eat. She gently but firmly nudged him away.

Soon the caravan was past, and Keda stood with Shaman Parthus at the ridgeline.

The leathery elder leaned on alength of sandalwood. “Are you glad to be dmost home, child?’
“I will be happy to see Master Belgan again.”

He offered hiselbow to her. “Then let’ s not keep him waiting.”

Together the pair worked down the dope.

“| talked to the young man with thered hair last night.” The shaman’s words were spoken casudly, but it
was clearly forced. Parthus wanted to tell her something. Hisfeet aso moved dower as hefeigned
disability, leaning on her arm and on his staff. The rest of the caravan moved farther and farther ahead.

“Y ou spoke to Joach?’
“Yes. We shared thefruit of the gre' nesh.”

Kedanow dowed their pace even more, surprise hobbling her feet. She had never heard of any shaman
sharing the magick of the desert fruit with someone uninitiated into their brotherhood. “What happened 7’

He shrugged. “ The man isquiterich in the dreaming magicks. He will be astrong aly in the coming
assault againg the ghouls of Tular.”

Kedatouched the hilt of her sheathed weapon. “All | need isthe nightglass dagger. If itsbladeis sharp
enough to kill the basilisk, 1 will not fail. I can bein and out of Tular before any of their minions grow
wise”

“I do not doubt your skill, Keda. But | believe the true battle againgt Tular will prove more of a
d,ﬂle,.ge.”

“Y ou tossed the bones?’

“I did.” Frowning, he eyed the windblown heights of Alcazar. “But it does not always take prophecy to
see the future. One Smply hasto open one’' s eyes and look.”

Kedafound her gaze following the shaman’s. The heights remained as empty as when she had been atop
theridge. By now, the front of the caravan was winding into the black crack that led into the rock’s
interior. Shelistened but heard no horn announcing their return. No one moved on the sentry ledges. She
squinted her eyes, trying to spot the camouflaged guards at their high rocky posts. Either they were well
hidden, or no one wasthere,

Twinges of unease kittered across her skin like the tickle of spidersin the dark, but ahead, the last of the
caravan was swallowed into the narrow canyon with no signs of distress.

Kedaglanced over at the shaman. He continued to amble after the others, apparently unconcerned, but
why then had he spoken to her? Why hint at something wrong but not voiceit?

“A test,” he mumbled, seeming to read her heart. “A rite of passage.”

“For me?’



He shrugged. “The young man must learn the depths of his own power and strength.”

“Joach?’ Again the shrug. Panic welled up inside her. Wide-eyed, she stared at the towering rock. The
sun cast its cliffsin shadows and flows of reds, like blood running down its flanks.

“I must help him!” She moved to race ahead but found her arm locked in the shaman’s hold.
“Itishistest, Keda You cannot takeit for him.”

Wild with fear and concern, Keda used her skillsto break the shaman’ s grip and raced forward. But
even as her feet flew across the sands, she did not need the shaman’s prophetic words to know she
would betoo late.

Joach wasthe first through the iron gates of Alcazar. Thelitter bearing Richad followed behind. Two
things struck him immediately.

First wasthe castl€' s beauty. As he stepped under the gates and into the central yard, the keep of the
assassins opened before him. He craned his neck. Impossibly thin towers, twisting spires, and dender
statues climbed the dliff faces, carved from the very heart of thisgreat block. It wasasmdl city encased
in sandstone.

But asthe othersjoined him in the yard, his second impression overwhemed hiswonder of this place.
Hunt voiced it doud, settling Sheeshon to her feet. “Whereis everyone?’

The keep was deserted. No one manned the gate. No one greeted them. Joach was unaware of the
custom here, but it seemed strange to leave the gates unguarded.

Kast stepped to Joach’ s other side, Sy-wen in hisshadow. “1 don’t likethis,” thetall Bloodrider
grumbled.

To punctuate his statement, the gatesto Alcazar fell closed behind them. The spiked portcullis crashed
into placewith adlang of findity.

Joach spun around. Iron bars now separated them from the desert tribesmen, who through the bars
looked just as confused as Joach was. Only Innsu, the tall bronzed assassin, stood trapped on this side of
the gate, dong with two of hismen.

“Something’ swrong,” Innsu said, turning and sweeping back his cloak. His sickle-shaped sword flashed
inthe bright sunlight of the open yard.

“It'satrap,” Sy-wen said.

Kast dready had hisown sword in hand. The ev'in bearers lowered Richad' slitter to the paving stones
of the yard, and crossbows appeared from under their cloaks. Hunt pushed Sheeshon behind him, freeing
ashort ax from his belt.

Joach reached for the nightglass dagger but found his belt empty. Defensdless, there was nothing he could
do but scan the heights around him and wait for their attackersto reveal themsdlves.

Acrosstheyard, aset of thick double doors burst open, thrown wide by more than just the strength of
arm. The wooden portas crashed againgt the stone, ripping from their iron hinges and falling away. Two
figureswalked out of the castle’ s darkness and into the sunny yard.

Thefirgt wastal, striking, dressed in asweeping red desert cloak. His pae face and snowy hair were



srangein thisland of dark men. But it was his eyes, sparking red with anger, that held their atention. He
eyed them dl. “1 see our doom. | see aboy who brings destruction upon people of the Wastes.”

“Master Belgan?' Innsu said, stepping forward and lowering his sword. Y ou misunderstand them. They
mean us no harm. Shaman Parthus says—"

“Silencel” the palefigure snapped.
Joach noticed how shocked the young nwas by his master’ s outburst. What was going on here?

The second figure hobbled around the taller man, fully hidden in folds of cloak and silk. He leaned upon a
staff and moved closer to Belgan. “Do not listen to the young foal,” the bent-backed man whispered.
“Heisclearly enthraled by the dire magicks of the wit’ ch’ sbrother.”

Asthese soft words reached Joach’ s ears, hefroze, ice forming in his veins. Even whispered, Joach
knew that rasped voice. It had been in his head for over haf awinter. He could never forget. He knew
who stood at the guildmaster’ s right sde—the murderer of his mother and father. The one who had
ripped him from his sster’ s side and used him like a puppet.

The darkmage Greshym.

The bent figure shifted his grip on his saff. Belgan' s eyes seemed to shine momentarily stronger with the
fase brightness of afever. Joach recognized aspdl of influence, one of Greshym’ sfavorite mag-

ks. But Belgan clearly fought this possession, trying to struggle through the fog of deceptions.

]xjow alerted, Joach could dmost smell the dark energies here. He had once dabbled in the black arts
himself when he had stolen the darkmage’ s saff. Squinting, Joach studied the mongter’ s new Save.
Greenish crystdslaced itslength, shining sickly like dripping pustules on the gray wood. This new staff
appeared even more deadly than the old poi’ wood one. Joach’ s blood rang with its proximity. Attuned
to the dark magicks, he sensed the power welling through the staff and into the enfeebled figure.

Strong emotionsflared in Joach: rage, fear, hatred, loathing. But as he stared at the staff, his heart burned
with both disgust and desire. A part of him was drawn to the energy emanating from the sick length of
gray wood.

His hands formed twin fists. He stepped forward, unable to control himsdlf.

Greshym'’ sgaze flicked in hisdirection. Milky eyesin an age-ravaged face stared back at Joach, amused,
triumphant. From the doorway behind Greshym, a crooked, hulking creature clambered down the three
steps on cloven hoofs. It groveled at the edge of the dark-mage' s robe. From aflat-muzzled face, piggish
eyesglared at Joach. Its pointed ears were held back against its skull in clear aggression.

“Do you like my new pet, Joach?’ Greshym whispered. “I needed someone to be my dog after you | ft
rre”

Before Joach could respond, the darkmage flicked his staff and touched the guildmaster’ s shoul der.

Belgan'sarm sprang up like atwesked marionette. A signal. All around the yard—at windows, ledges,
and doors—scores of armed men and women appeared. Weapons bristled: bows and arrows, swords
and axes.

Joach retreated toward his companions.



The staff moved again, and the guildmaster’ s arm swept down, like an ax cleaving wood.
“Kill them!” Belganyelled. “Say them dl!”

Kedareached the canyon that led into Alcazar’ s heart as Bel-gan’ s order echoed out to the sands. She
froze. What is happening?

A maluk, eyesrolled to whitein panic, burst out of the chasm’ s gloom and galloped toward her. Keda
dodged to the side, amost trampled into the sand as it raced from the canyon and out into the open
desert, packs and gear flying from its back. Its drover was not far behind, a shout on hislips, awhip
raised in hishand. The man’ s forehead was bloody. He must have been thrown by the beast.

Kedastopped him as heran past. “What’ swrong?’
Already the clash of steel on stedl rang out to her. Men shouted deeper in the canyon.

The tribesman shook his head and spoke rapidly in the desert tongue. “ An ambush. The master of
Alcazar has gone mad. He' s closed the gates to the castle and seeks to murder the outlanders.”

“Why?

The man shook hishead and ran after his panicked mount, leaving Kedaaone at the entrance to the
canyon. Shetried to grasp meaning behind the drover’ swords. It made no sense.

Turning from the entrance, she raced back into the desert and ran along the edge of the great rock,
circling its base. When she was younger, she and Innsu used to snesk out of Alcazar. Both trained in the
nways of the snake, and there were few wallsthey could not scale. Flying past atumble of
sandstone boulders, Keda came upon a section of cliff face that seemed sheer.

She shrugged her cloak aside and, with aflick of her wrist, shot agrappling rope up to asmall
outcropping high overhead. With askilled tug, she set the triding hooks and scrambled up the thin rope
of braided spider’ ssilk. Her toesin their soft boots found easy purchase. Once high enough, she used
her weight to swing the rope, her feet racing dong thewall. At the right moment, she shoved with al her
strength and swung up and out to asmall ledge. Shelet go of the rope with one hand and snatched ahold
on theledge' slip. Hanging precarioudy, she caught aloop of the rope around an ankle so asnot to lose
it, then freed her other hand and grabbed the ledge. Quickly, she pulled hersalf up onto the narrow shelf.
Rolling, sheretrieved the dack rope, snapped itslength to free the triding hooks, afnd wound the rope
back to her hip.

She repeated her efforts twice more to scale the sheer face until far above the desert floor. At itstop was
alookout’ s pogt, long deserted and mostly forgotten. She and Innsu had discovered it in their youth.
Pulling up onto the stone platform, she crossed to the tiny tunnel that burrowed into Alcazar. The passage
was no more than along rawlway. On hands and knees, Keda scurried down its length.

In the narrow space, the panic in her heart welled up. Why was gelgan attacking her companions?

Dusty and abraded, Kedafinally reached the tunnel’ s end. She used a spy mirror to examine the small
storeroom. Nothing but crates and an old rolled rug propped in the corner. She crawled out, senses
straining for any sign of others. Once up, she dipped to the door, pressed an ear to the wood, then tested
its hinges. A whispered creak sounded as she twisted the latch and edged the door open.

Beyond was adeserted servant’ shdl. The air smelled little disturbed; dust lay thick. Kedadid not
hestate. She had been taught the wisdom of when to sit till and when to hurry, skillslearned from the
measters of this very house.



In afew swift steps, she reached the stairs leading from the heights to the more-occupied lower sections.
As she flew down the steps, the sounds of battle grew around her: screams, shouts, clashes of stedl.

When she reached the fifth level of the keep, she darted from the stairwell and headed toward the
windows and bal conies that opened onto the central yard. She did not have to go far before she collided
into one of her fellow students, five years her junior, running back from the open window.

He had abow dung over ashoulder, and his quiver was empty.
Hiseyesflew wide as he recognized Keda

She grabbed him by his shoulder before he could flee from her. “What is going on, Symion? Why are you
attacking the outlanders?’ The younger boy cowered a bit. “Master Belgan says they come to destroy us
al, minionsof thewit' ch you killed.”

“Killed? What are you talking about?’

“You're bewit’ ched! Y ou’ ve brought death back to Alcazar!” Symion tried to break free of her grip,
attempting to use the cinch-knot technique, but Kedaeasily countered it and held himin place.

“Nonsense,” shehissed at him. “1’m not under any spell. Thewit’ ch Hill livesand has fredly offered to aid
usinour battle against

Tular
In Symion’s eyes, suspicion shone.

“It' strue, Symion. Thisfighting must be stopped, or al hope for saving the Wastes will belost. Y ou must
take meto someonewho will listen.”

“But the wit' ch’s brothe—"
“Joach?’

Symion frowned. “ A wanderer came from the desert. He holed up with the guildmaster in hisroomsfor
haf aday. When Belgan came out, he was convinced the wit' ch’ s brother was adanger to al the
Wadtes, bent to avenge hissister.”

Kedawas shocked. Master Belgan was not one to believe rumors and innuendos. What had convinced
Belgan that Joach and the others were athreat? Again it made no sense. Belgan would not move without
serious proof. For amoment, she began to doubt herself. Could it be possible? Could she have been
somehow deceived?

She shook her head. There was no way. “Master Belgan must have been deceived,” she mumbled,
though such athought shook Kedato her foundations.

Digtracted, she alowed the boy to wriggle free of her hold and dance out of her reach.

“Y ou are the one deceived!” Symion yelled back at her and raced down a side corridor before she could
stop him. She heard hisvoice raised in aarm, announcing her presence.

Kedahurried away, toward the windows and balconies. She had to see what was happening. She had to
find away to stop this madnessthat had infiltrated her home.

Sheturned a corner, and sunlight flared up ahead, flowing through a set of doors thrown wide open. She



hurried forward to the balcony. It was abandoned, most likely Symion’s post during the ambush. She
recdled his bow and empty quiver. He must have run out of arrows and gone to fetch more.

Stepping into the bright light of the midday sun, she crossed to the balcony’ s balustrade. The sounds of
battle swelled. She leaned over therail to view the centra yard.

Below, chaosreigned. The paving stones flowed with blood. Bodies lay sprawled acrosstheyard. The
clash of sted rang loudly, as did the cries of rage and screams of pain.

Amidgt thefighting, Keda easily spotted her friends. Kast and Hunt fought with axesin one hand and
swordsin the other. They were twin whirlwinds of degth, laying waste to dl that neared. Thetwo
guarded both Sy-wen and little Sheeshon. They would let no one come close.

Not far from them, in the thick of the melee, Innsu twirled, bring-

» 2 the quick death of the striking snake. He spun and twisted his
~ved sword, while two other tribesmen fought to guard hisflanks.
Fven from her high perch, Kedarecognized the mask of pain fixed
Innsu’ s face as he dew those he knew by name.

From thefar wall, avolley of arrows arced toward the outlanders and their dlies, but rather than raining
down upon them, a sudden 2ust turned the flight aside. Below, Keda spotted the reason for the sudden
fortuitous breeze.

Richad sat upon hisbroken litter, an arm held high, scintillating with energy. Around him, hisfellow v’in
danced with crossbows and thin silver swords, guarding their captain. They flew like flittering moths,
amost too fast to see, bringing desth both near and far. Richad suddenly flicked hiswrist, and the deadly
volley of arrows swung to pepper down upon the atackers themselves.

Men and women fell. Kedawatched one girl, no older than eight winters, take a bolt through the eye and
fdl, twitching upon the stone.

Kedaknew her name. Lid.

Tears of frustration and anger blurred Keda svison. Master Belgan would never alow someone so
young to fight. He would never dlow any of thisto happen—not if hewasin hisright mind.

Thefighting continued.

Off to the right, someone screamed and fell from aba cony, crashing broken-limbed to the pavement
below, an dv’in bolt through his neck.

Desgth had truly come to Alcazar—but not for the reason Master Belgan had claimed. It was not
vengeance that fueled this battle. It was delusion. Two alies had been set against one another. But why?
And more importantly by whom}

Keda searched the bloody yard. Findly, leaning far over therail, she saw her answer directly below her.
Master Belgan stood at the main entrance to the keep, hisred cloak and flowing white hair easy to spot.

At his side stood a bent-backed figure, leaning on along staff. Kedahad never seen him before, but she
could guess who he was— the wanderer Symion had mentioned.



From her vantage point, she watched in disgust as amisshapen creature pranced about the pair of men. It
was clearly being driven wild by itsblood lust, gnashing at the air, claws ripping at the edge of

Master Belgan's cloak. But Kedad steacher seemed obliviousto the horrid creature’ s antics and braying
cries. Watching this, Kedacast asde any lingering doubts. The guildmaster was possessed by some geis

or spell.

The cloaked figure lifted a stumped wrist and pointed. The motion drew Keda s attention from the
strange beast. Belgan stepped aside, and Keda saw to where the bent figure pointed.

At thefoot of the gairs, afigure wasforced to hisknees. An arrow protruded from the prisoner’s
shoulder. Hewas held in place by two journeymen ns. Dryll and Y nyian, magters of the hunt.

Belgan waved a hand, and the figure' s hood was ripped away. The prisoner glared up at the two men.
Kedagasped, afig at her throat.

It was Joach.

JOACH GLOWERED AT GrESHYM, THEN SPAT AT HISENEMY, HISAIM TRUE.

The darkmage merdly smiled at hisdisplay, not even bothering to wipe the spittle dripping from his chin.

The response from his captors was more dramatic. Joach’s head was yanked cruelly backward by afist
twisted in hishair. One of the assassinsleaned to hisear. “ Do not again insult aguest of Alcazar.”

On his other side, the second guard grabbed the arrow imbedded in his shoulder and ground the shaft in
farther. Joach’s shoulder exploded with fire. He tried not to cry out, but the pain was too grest, too
sudden. A scream ripped from histhroat. Tearsrosein hiseyes.

Moments ago, he had been knocked off his feet by the hunter’ s arrow. He had been stunned, unable to
move, even when thetides of baitle had flowed away from him. Cut off from his companions, he had
been easily captured by the pair of hunters.

His head was released, and Joach sagged to the paving stones. Behind him, cries and the strike of steel
grew dim as agony threatened to overwhem him. Movement drew his eyes back forward. Greshym
leaned toward him. A leathery beast capered at the darkmage' s ankles, snuffling at Joach’ s blood.
Greshym nudged it aside and reached toward Joach with the butt of his taff.

Joach struggled to pull away, but he was restrained by his captors. The sick, corpse-gray stave wavered
before hiseyes.

“Y ou can smell themagick in here, can’'t you?” Greshym said. * Y ou’ ve tasted the blackness. It marks
you, Joach.”

“Never,” he gasped out. But in truth, he could sense the energy thrilling through the foul wood. Its
greenish crystaline surface glowed and pulsed with power. Joach had a hard time looking away. It was
darkly beautiful. His blood remembered wielding the dread magick of baefire.

Unbidden, ahand—his hdf hand, two fingerslost to the sick magick of anill’ guard in the catacombs
under A’loa Glen—reached to the wood. It was the hand that had once held Greshym'’ s stolen staff. It
drew to the length of wood like lodestone to iron. Blood dribbled from his fingertips—blood that had
trailed down hisarm from hisimpaed shoulder.



Greshym' swrinkled smile spread wider.

A part of Joach knew he'd belogt if he touched the staff. It would claim his spirit forever—but he could
not resist. Bloody fingers stretched to the gray wood, drawn by its power. Deep in his heart, ascream
bubbled up. He knew he was amoment away from total annihilation. A smple touch, and al would be
log.

A savage howl erupted. It cut through the dark enchantment. Joach’ s eyes flicked to the side. The beast
at Greshym'’ sfeet lunged forward. It sngpped a Joach’ s bloody fingers, crazed by blood lust and hunger,
unable to resist the flesh dangling so near. The creature’ s wide maw swallowed hishand to the writ;
razored teeth tore into flesh, crushing through bone.

Joach fdll back, but hisarm was caught by the creature. It shook hislimb like adog fighting for abone.

“No, Rukh!” Greshym screeched with thwarted rage. He struck the creature backhanded with his staff.
The beast flew high, striking thewall hard and landing in acurled ball. 1t mewled and writhed on the
stones, its flesh smoking where the staff had touched.

Joach was thrown backward by the flare of magick, colliding with his captors. On hisknees, Joach
raised hisarm. Blood fountained from the severed ssump of hiswrist. His hand was gone.

One of hiscaptors quickly twisted alength of binding cord around his upper arm, cinching it tight,
sgueezing off his blood. Joach swooned on hisknees, faling on hisface toward the stones. Before he hit,
he wasjerked dightly and landed on his good shoulder. He rolled enough to seethefighting in the yard:
blood, sted!, screams sprawled bodies, and crawling wounded.

In the middle of the chaos, ablack blur grew,, spreading wide Joach tried to focus on it through his pain
and shock. A smoky cloud Then the darkness formed a great winged dragon crouched in the center of
theyard. It bellowed with rage.

Ragnar‘'t...
“Grab the boy!” Greshym ordered savagdly. “Bring him into the castle!” , ?

His captors hesitated. Joach turned his head. Greshym motioned to the tall pale figure, who had remained
adatue the entire time. Thefigure turned to the hunters. “ Take the boy!” he croaked out, clearly a
puppet whose strings had been pulled.

“Yes, Magter Belgan.”

Joach wasjerked to hisfeet and dung between the two tall men. Greshym led the way through the open
doors and into the castl€’ s darkness. The besten creature followed, groveling at its master’ shedls.

Passing through the threshold, Joach craned back around and watched Ragnar’k rip into the defenders of
Alcazar, tearing through them, forging forward.

But it wastoo late for Joach. His limp form was hauled farther into the depths of the castle. Ahead,
Greshym lifted his staff, aglow in the murk. Behind them, the castl€' s broken doors swept back into
place, damming shut with thefindity of acoffin’slid.

Sy-wen sat atop her dragon. Though the great beast was not able to fly out of this confined space with
hisinjured wing, he was able to defend their rapidly weakening companions. Up to now, they had
managed to hold off the ambush through magick and strength of limb, but neither was an indefatigable
resource. Againgt so many, it was only ameatter of time until the sheer numbers attacking them overran



the smdler party.

As such, Sy-wen had no choice but to cdl forth the dragon. They had delayed up to now, hoping for
some sense to come to the denizens of Alcazar. Once the black dragon was released, it would be hard to
convince the castl€' s defenders that their group was not some minion of the Black Heart. And this
concern proved rapidly

The sudden appearance of the dragon triggered agenera nic People fled. Some of the dower were
trampled under the feet f others. Those that remained, the bravest and most skilled, fought harder. From
here, there wasllittle chance of gaining thetrust f Alcazar. Their best hope lay in escape. They would have
to take their chancesin the open desert.

Using wing, claw, and fang, Ragnar’ k cleared a space between the attackers and the defenders. Behind
the large dragon, the others gathered in a corner of the yard, not far from the gates. A temporary Iull
settled over the courtyard as both sides regrouped. The northerners needed away out of here.

Sy-wen pointed to theiron barrier. “ Can you rip out those bars?” A dismissive snort sounded. Small
cage not hold Ragnar’t. Asthe creature turned, Richad caled from hisbroken litter, hisweak voice
carried on winds of magick to her perch. “Joach... | don't see the boy anywhere here.”

Sy-wen twisted in her seat and searched the small corner. The elv'in wasright. Joach was missing. Inthe
confusion of fighting, he must have been separated. She searched the wide yard but saw nothing.

She stood dightly on the dragon’ s back and yelled, “ Joach!”

No answer. An arrow whistled past her ear. She sank back closer to Ragnar’ k, under the shield of his
half-raised wings. A small voice shouted from the far side of the yard. Sy-wen squinted and spotted
Kedastanding at an upper bacony. How had she gotten up there?

“Joach was captured!” Keda shouted, her words as shrill asan eagl€' scry. “Hewastakeninsde! 1 will
try to find him, but some dark magick has taken root here. Make for the desert! Join with Shaman
Parthug | will join you with Joachif | can!”

Sy-wen lifted an arm, acknowledging that Keda had been heard.

Hunt spoke near the dragon’swing. “It could be atrick. It was Kedathat led usinto this ambush. How
do we know she does not mean Joach harm?’

Innsu, the young n, heard hiswords and responded hotly. “Kedaisno traitor.”

Sy-wen considered both their words—but she aso remembered the way Keda had stared at Joach on
the journey here. It was not hard to read the young girl’ s heart. It took awoman to recognize lovein
another’ seyes. Sy-wen straightened in her seat. “ She will not betray Joach,” she said firmly, and turned
away. With aglent thought, she urged Ragnar’ k to attack the gate.

With agrunt of assent, his neck twisted; fangs aslong Sy-wen’ sforearm grabbed the bars. Shefelt the
dragon’ s muscles tense and bulge with the strain of the stubborn iron. His silver claws dug deep into the
paving stones.

One of the assassins used the moment of distraction to race forward, ax raised. But Hunt ducked under
the dragon’ swing and blocked the cloaked man. Ax rang on ax. Both men were skilled masters of their
weapons—but Hunt was not as fresh. His hed dipped in apool of blood, and he missed aparry. The
wood handle of his opponent’s ax cracked across the Bloodrider’ sface. He fell backward.



The opponent lunged forward, hisax sweeping down in death stroke.
“Ragnar’ k!” Sy-wen ydled.
/ see, my bonded...

The dragon twitched hiswing, damming its edge into the attacker’ s side. From her perch, Sy-wen heard
ribs crack, and the man went sailing across the yard. Hunt, dazed, lumbered to hisfeet and wiped blood
from hislips. He spat out a single tooth that skittered across the stones, then glared at the row of
attackers, daring another to approach.

No onedid. It seemed they were only too happy to let the out-landersleave.

The groan of iron and rasp of stone drew Sy-wen’ s attention. Glancing back to the gate, she saw the
portcullis and asection of the barrier above pull free. With afina tug, Ragnar’ k ripped it away and
tossed it acrossthe yard. It clanged and bounced across the bloody paving stones.

With the way now open, Sy-wen waved the group forward. She and Ragnar’ k would defend their rear.

Outside the gate, agroup of desert tribesmen, those who had accompanied them from Oo’ shd, helped
theinjured. One of the party stepped forward, eyeing the dragon warily. “ Shaman Parthus waitsfor you
inthe desert.”

Sy-wen nodded. “Hurry,” she urged her friends.
Innsu helped one of hisinjured comrades, while Hunt carried

Sheeshon, who was clearly terrified. With the litter broken, Richad .. hauled between two of the
cloaked desert men. The other dV'in -ere too weak from fighting to assst. Limping, theworn and
blooded party retreated into the chasm.

Once the others were safely under way, Ragnar’ k backed into the canyon, keeping awatchful eye on
any lagt attack. It never came. No one was willing to challenge the beast, especially when it was clearly
leaving.

Sy-wen glanced across the fouled yard. Blood stained the red stones black. Bodies lay twisted. The very
air reeked of death. She glanced to the castle beyond. Though the fighting in the yard had ended,
somewherein the keep’' s shadowed halls, the battle till awaited afinal act. Two of their party had yet to
escape this ambush. Sy-wen willed them her strength. “May the Sweet Mother protect you both.”

Kedafled through the hals, moving lightly on her toes, ears pricked for any noise. She had to find where
they were taking Joach. She had seen the ravenous beast’ s attack. Joach needed a healer’ s attention as
soon as possible. But she had to be cautious. Clearly the cloaked stranger wielded black magicks.

Wending down stairs and gliding slently along passages, Kedacame at last to the first level of the keep.
She stepped into the great meeting hall and pulled her cloak’ s hood over her head, hiding her facein
shadow. She studied the room. People crowded here, some helping the wounded, some walking
dead-eyed. All were shocked and bone-tired. Among them, servants bustled with hot water, bandages,
medicina herbs, and salves.

Kedakept her face down as she strode purposefully across the room. Groans and cries of pain echoed
around her, and she cringed.

As shewalked along one of the walstoward the far Sde, familiar voices caught her attention. Her feet



dowed.

“I can't believe Master Belgan did not at least try talking to these outlanders.” 1t was Humph, Alcazar’s
stablemaster. There was no mistaking his short, stout body and muscled arms. “It is so unlike

Belgan to srike without council

“And that desert wanderer...” Kedarecognized Humph's companion: Mistress Shargyll, matron of the
kitchens. Thelarg, woman wiped her hands on her stained apron. “He crossed near m,as| prepared the
morning' smed. My skin crawled with his mere presence. There is something wrong about that man.”

“| agree. Master Belgan takes this stranger’ s advisement too easily During the attack, | saw young Innsu
fighting dongside the outlanders. And when the group left, | overheard atribesman say they were being
taken to the desert, to join Shaman Parthus.” Humph blew out arude noise, sounding not unlike a
disgruntled maluk. “None of this makes sense.”

Keda paused, hearing her own sentimentsin the stablemaster’ swords. Could she trust these two to help
her? Joach’ s chances were best with more allies. Keda stepped to Mistress Shargyll’ s side.

The large woman glanced over to her, sensing her presence. “What isit, child?’

Kedalifted her face and saw the shock in the kitchen matron’ s eyes. “1 need your help,” Keda
whispered.

Mistress Shargyll stared, stunned. Humph leaned over and blinked in surprise.

Kedadid not know how they would act from here. She pleaded with her eyes—then Shargyll reached a
thick arm and scooped her to her side, pulling her between them. “Y ou should not be seen here, little
Kes. Thereismurder in theair. Many think you' ve betrayed Alcazar.”

Kedanodded. “1 ran into Symion. | know the liesthat have been seeded here and that took root in
Master Belgan. These outlanders came at my bidding, with Magter Parthus' blessing. They are strong
dlies, cometo help us, not harm us.”

“I knew it!” Humph exclaimed alittle too loudly. Others glanced their way. Shargyll moved her wide bulk
to hide the smaler girl and tugged Keda shood abit farther over her face.

“Master Belgan is under some dark enchantment,” Keda said. “He and the stranger have taken a
prisoner, afriend. | must find where they have imprisoned him. According to Shaman Parthus, the future
of the Wagtesliesin this man’s blood. He must be freed.”

“| saw the lad you mentioned,” Humph whispered. “Gravely wounded. He should have been taken to the
hedlers. Even a prisoner deserves having his wounds dressed. That callousness aone made me question
Madgter Belgan' s spirit.”

“Do you know where he was taken?’ Keda asked.

jytistress Shargyll answered. “| overheard Y nyian and Dryll when they came down for aflagon of de.
They have the boy bound in jylaster Belgan' s chambers.”

“I must go there”
“How can we hep?’ Humph said.

Kedahad been taught in the n’sway of the snake: to move unseen, to enter hidden places, to



strike swiftly. But here she would need help. She glanced to her two old friends. “It will be dangerous.”

Greshym'’ s blood raged. He clumped angrily back and forth across the small chamber whose windows
had been curtained against the sun. His plan had come so close to fruition. He glowered at the misshapen
beast cowering inacorner. If not for the untimely attack by the ssump gnome, Joach would have been
lost to the black magicks by now, his spirit tainted forever. With the boy bent, it would have been a
simplething then to complete the onefinal act necessary to return youth to Greshym’ s decayed body. So
close...

Leaning on his gaff, Greshym studied Joach. The boy wastied to the bed, naked, spread-eagled. Blood
from his severed wrist seeped into the bedding, even with the tourniquet. His skin was pale from shock
and blood loss. Joach’' s eyes remained dazed, as he waxed into and out of consciousness.

Greshym scowled and crossed back to Joach. The boy must not die. In hisyoung body, sorichin
magicks, lay the hope of freeing Greshym of his own decrepit one. Greshym lifted his staff and touched
Joach’ s sumped wrist. He whispered aquick spell. Slowly, severed veins and arteries closed; then flesh
sedled over the exposed bone. Soon the ragged tear was replaced by a smooth stump. Satisfied,
Greshym repaired the arrow wound just as effortlesdly.

Greshym saw the boy’ s body relax, his breathing deegpen. Death had been staved off for the moment.
Though il logt, Joach’ s eyes dowly refocused.

Good. Greshym leaned away. He could now continue what had been interrupted. He leaned his staff
againgt the bed, then held out his hand to the room’ s only other occupant.

Belgan passed him along, crooked dagger.

Greshym'’ sfingers closed over its hilt. There was another way't, break thisboy. It would take only alittle
more work.

JOACH WALKED THE DREAM DESERT AGAIN. He STOOD NAKED UNDER THE

starless sky. Blood trailed his feeble steps across the sand. He teetered weak. Then awave of coolness
swept over hisbody. It was asif he dove again into the refreshing waters of Oo’ shd. The soothing
energy spread through his body, centering upon his burning wrist and inflamed shoulder, abam that
washed away pain. Hesighed in rdlief, lifting his arm to watch rent flesh sedl to a smooth stump.
“Magick,” he mumbled to the empty desert.

The desart answered. “Dark magick. Can you tell one from the other?”
Joach turned and found afamiliar figure standing at hisside. “ Shaman Parthus?’

The elder was dressed in his usua red desert cloak, the hood tossed back. His eyes shone brightly. “Itis
time you accepted your heritage.”

“What do you mean?’
“You are ashaper. A dream sculptor. If you areto live, you must accept your gift.”
“I don't under—" Joach suddenly gasped, folding over as pain again struck him, ripping into his chest.

The shaman did not moveto aid him, but smply stood silently. Joach lifted his hand from his chest. Blood
dripped from hisfingers. He stared down to his bare skin and saw arune dowly form, carved in fiery



lines of pain. Glancing back up, he saw a new world overlap the dream desert. A smal chamber
appeared as aghostly image. In this other world, his body was bound to a bed. He watched as Greshym,
bent over hisbody, dragged a dagger dong his chest, drawing the runein hisflesh.

Greshym seemed to sense Joach' s attention and glanced up. “ So you wake, Joach? Good. | want you to
watchthis”

In the desert, Joach turned to Shaman Parthus. The tribesman and desert had grown just asinsubstantial
astheroom. “What is happening?’

“Y ou are twixt the dream and the redl, Joach, where only a sculptor can walk. | can't follow you there.”
YAM

Greshym aso seemed to have heard Joach’ s question. “Y ou ask vhat' s happening, my boy? Isn't it
obvious?’ Helifted the bloody dagger. “What won't be given willingly, I'll take by force. | mean to Sed
your spirit and twigt it past any undoing. Y ou will be mine forever.”

Asthe darkmage returned to hiswork, Joach stared back at Shaman Parthus. “Help me,” he pleaded.

Theimage of the shaman faded further. “1 can’t walk your path, Joach. Only you can do this.” Parthus
lifted an arm and pointed to the bloody trail he had left in the sand.

Joach stared at the bright stain.

“Remember what | taught you,” Parthus said. “In the dream desert, what isfigment can be given
substance by your attention. Use this knowledge; tap into the power of your blood.”

“| don't know how to—"

“The dreaming desert has called you. It istime you answered.” The shaman’sform dowly disspated.
“Y ou go now where| can’t follow.”

Joach gazed around him. The dream desert seemed to glow brighter. Simultaneoudy, the room beyond
grew more substantial. He watched as Greshym handed the dagger to the tall, pale figure of Master
Belgan. In the corner, he spotted the crouched beast, licking its burned flank.

Evenin hisnose, the two worlds commingled: the dry stillness of the glowing desart mixed with the hint of
burning tallow from the bedside candles. But one smell was shared by both worl ds—the red scent of
Joach’s own spilled blood.

He stared again at the bloody sand. With the two worlds overlapped, the red trail seemed in both planes:
dribbled both on the sand and across the floor of the chamber. A connection between the two worlds.
Though he did not fully understand, he remembered the shaman’ s words. He concentrated upon the
blood, trying to make it morered. Ashedid so, hefelt abit of his spirit and strength drain out and fill the
blood. The stain grew brighter and more substantia, the connection between the two worlds stronger.
Joach began to sense the flows of power here. He could dmost see the threads of magick twining out
from hisblood and into the sand. And as he stared further, these thin strands grew more substantial. But
what did it mean?

Before he could ponder the mystery, aloud knock drew his attention back into the castle chamber.
Someone pounded on the room’ s door.

At hisbedside, Greshym waved his hand, and Belgan called out gruffly. “What do you want? Who



disturbsus?’

The room’s door creaked open, and a short, stocky man bowed hisway into theroom. “I’ve cometo
report that the outlanders have been chased off. They’ re retreating deep into the desert.”

Belgan nodded. “ Thank you, Humph.”

The man’s eyesflicked toward Joach strapped to the bed. Greshym noticed his attention. “ Persuasion to
make the young man reved his secrets.”

Humph nodded, wearing asick expression. His eyes narrowed briefly as he turned away. Hewaved a
hand, and a portly woman stepped into the room. She carried awidetray in her arms, burdened with
tankards of ale and plates of diced meats and breads.

“| thought you and your guest might like somefood,” Humph said. “Mistress Shargyll has prepared a
smd| dinner.”

From the corner, the hunched beast lifted its head at the smdll of roasted mesats, sill warm from the
kitchens ovens. It shambled closer, snuffling.

The woman glanced to the creature, suddenly seeing it. Her eyesflew wide, and she shrieked, throwing
her platter into the air. Food and ae flew high. She pulled out asmall dagger and warded off the beast.

“Thereisnothing to fear,” Greshym said with thick irritation.

Thewoman glanced to the darkmage, dl panic gone from her face, leaving only cunning. “Yes, thereis”
The dagger flew from her fingers and pierced Greshyn'sleft eye.

A long leather whip appeared in Humph’ s hand. As Greshym stumbled back from the dagger strike,
Humph snapped hiswhip, wrapping itstip around the darkmage' s staff, and with atug, ripped it from his
fingers. The stave flew across the room to clatter against the far wall.

It had dl happened in a heartbesat. Beside the bed, Master Belgan sagged, like a marionette with its
grings cut. “Wh-what isgoing on?’ he asked blearily.

Hope surged in Joach—but it did not last long.

Greshym gtraightened. He raised his hand, and the stolen staff fl w back into hisfingers. Energy surged
aong the gray wood' s length. Joach recognized the spell. Balefire.

“Run!” he croaked out—but he was caught between two worlds, unable to help those who had cometo
hisad.
Greshym pointed his staff, its end flaring with black flames,

“No...” Joach moaned.

Then, from the curtain behind Greshym'’ sback, asmall figure glided out, moving so slently that not even
the drapery rustled. It was Keda. Joach caught abrief glimpse of an open window behind the curtain and
atrailing rope outside. She ran with adagger in each hand. Before Greshym could react, she struck him
from behind, driving both daggersinto his neck. Black blood surged from the wounds.

Kedadanced back, acry on her lips. Her hands smoked where the darkmage’ s blood had touched her
in.



Greshym whirled around, sweeping his staff toward Keda. Dread energies coursed its length. Humph
attacked with hiswhip, but when its|eather touched the wood thistime, itslength was set aflame. Humph
grunted in surprise, tossing hiswesgpon aside asit burned to ash.

Joach watched in horror asthe end of Greshym's staff bloomed into a black rose of darkfire. The
daggers piercing the darkmage s flesh fell away harmlesdy. “Y ou will pay for that!” Greshym screeched.
Kedabacked to the wal, her hands curled painfully to her chest. Fire flared from the staff’ send.

No! Without thought, Joach struck out ingtinctively, grabbing the threads of power in hisveins. From the
bloodstained sands of the dream desert, a colossal fist of sculpted sand shot upward, passing from this
world to the next.

As balefire shot out of Greshym’ s staff, sandy fingers opened, and the large pam blocked the spew of
deadly energies, absorbing it, growing more substantid. 1ts flow stanched, the sudden backlash of power
threw the darkmage across the room.

Keda, shocked and confused, remained sheltered behind the scul pted hand.

Greshym shared her expression as he rose from the floor. He did dong the wall until he was near his
beestly pet. The darkmage s single milky eye studied Joach, seeming to read the flows of power inthe
room, sensing the source. “ Y ou are full of surprises, boy.”

Joach, gtill twined to his power, birthed another fist of sand. He swept it toward Greshym and hisfoul
pet, meaning to swat them from thisworld. But before it reached them, Greshym struck his staff on the
stone floor—and the beast and darkmage vanished in awhirl of oily blackness.

Words and laughter echoed out. “ Thisis not over, boy!”

The dream fist dammed into the empty wal and blew into ashower of sand. The first hand, however,
remained where it stood, now a sculpture in sandstone, sheltering Keda

Belgan collapsed toward the floor, no longer supported by magick. Humph and Shargyll rushed to his
sdewhile Kedaretrieved a dagger and diced Joach’ s bonds.

She touched his cheek, her fingers cool on his hot skin.
“Y ou must get the boy out of here,” Shargyll said. “ Join Parthusin the desert with the others.”
“How isMaster Belgan?’ Keda asked.

“Helives but has been cruely used. It will take timeto return him to hiswits. Until then you and the boy
must not be found here.”

Kedanodded, her expression worried.

Humph stood, eyebd ling the sandstone sculpture. “We Il go to the stables. I'll saddle up one of the
malluks so you can travel swiftly.”

Kedagently wrapped Joach in the bed’ s blanket. “I’ll need help with him. He s till dazed.”
Humph leaned over the bed and scooped up Joach and the blanket in strong arms. “We must not tarry.”

Kedachecked Joach and tugged up a corner of the blanket, but before drawing it over hisface, she
quickly leaned down. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear, then kissed him on the cheek.



With the touch of her lips, Joach lost his hold on the real world. Consciousness faded. He drifted deeper
into the dream desert again. As he did 0, the sands grew brighter. The figure of Shaman Parthus
regppeared in the sands at hisside.

“You ve donewel, Joach,” the elder said with aquiet smile of satisfaction. “Now deep.”
B

“Seep. Theroad from here leadsto the Southwall... to Tular.

Y ou must be rested. So deep, sculptor.”

Given permission, Joach let |loose his control. The dream desert , the shaman faded around him. Hefdll
into adeep dumber, where even dreams did not exist. Still, one memory swirled down

win NiMinto the bottomless depths of his spirit: the brush of soft lips
on hisskin.

STORM CASTLE

From the deck of the Sunchaser, Elena stared as the coastline appeared like an apparition out of the
mists. A light rainfell, but she stood under an awning set up on the foredeck and was dressed warmly in
acafskin leather jacket trimmed in rabbit fur. Overhead, the weeping sky was afeaturel ess gray that
stretched forever, asit had for the past Six days, covering both sun and stars. During these |last days of
thelong journey over the Great Ocean, the only difference between day and night was adight brightening
inthegloom.

But at last their flight wasdmogt at an end.

Ahead, the skies blew against a steep coastline, bunching up into dark thunderheads. Lightning crackled,
but the storm was too distant for them to hear any thunder.

Stll, theforks of lightning lit up the mist-shrouded cliffs of Gul‘-gotha. It was aformidable sight. Jagged
rock faces were beset with an angry white surf, while cracked boulders churned in the waterslike
clashing seabeasts. No ship dared approach this place, let donetry to make landfall.

Earlier in the day, Elenahad studied the map of Gul’ gotha with the others. Along this coastline there was
only one safe port, far to the south: Band, atrading port that made Port Rawl seem like awell-kept,
civilized haven. But they would not be going there. With the dv'in windship, they could land anywhere.
Wennar, the d warf battalion’ s leader, had placed athick finger on a mountainous region of the map, a
good hundred leagues from the coast. “We should go here,” he had stated.

“Why?" Er'ril had asked with his usual sharp suspicion.

The thick-browed d' warf had grunted. “It’ s our homeland—and the birthplace of the Dark Lord sreign.
If you seek som’ ething of the blackest evil, it will be found there.”

Without any better ideawhere to begin their search for the Manti-core Gate, they had agreed to start
there. As Elena stared out at the storm-besieged cliffs, she remembered Cassa Dar’ s old story of the
Dark Lord's gppearance among the d’ warves:

Five centuries ago, a troupe of deep miners discovered a vein of ore, leagues under our



mountains. They had never seen such a stone: blacker than the darkest tunnel and impervious to
any tool. Undaunted and determined to mine this vein, they used the kingdom'’ s strongest hammer
to attac't the stone. They employed the Try'sil, the Hammer of Thunder. Its magics-wrought iron
was said to shatter any stone. And this claim proved true. The stone was mined and given the
name ebon ‘stone by its discoverers. At first, it was greatly treasured: every D’warf Lord lusted to
wor’t a piece, to prove his skill at fashioning the new ore. Bowls, cups, plates, swords, even
statues were carved from the material. But then the stone began to warp and bind the d’ warvesin
ways they did not understand. The lands, too, began to sicken and poison. Volcanoes grew, and
the ground constantly shook; Gases and ash soured the skies. Poisonous beasts, the mul’ gothra
and skal’tum, began to appear from pits deep under the mountains. The Dar’t Lord arose among
our people, almost asif out of the bowels of the land. Some said the Black Heart was a d’ warf,
succumbed to the stone’ s blacky magick, while others said he came from the stone itself, released
by our miners from an ebon’ stone tomb. No one knew for sure.

Though dressed warmly in legthers and woolens, Elena shivered at the thought of where they must travel
next—into the heart of Gul’ gotha, into the heart of this ancient mystery. Who wasthe Dark Lord of the
Gul’ gotha? Where had the demon truly come from? Cassa Dar’ sfina words echoed in her head: No one
knew for sure...

AsElenafrowned at the broken coastline, a voice spoke behind her. “Y ou should go below. Wewill be
upon the storm soon.”

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Tol’ chuk crouched nearby. How long had he been there? For such
ahulking creature, he could move as silently as amouse sometimes. He leaned on one knuckle of his
thick right arm, bent to peer under the awning. In the open, the rain had soaked the ridge of fur ong his
bowed back and dripped down the thousand crevices of hisface and body. He appeared like a
wegthered mountain worn down by therain. The only part of him that did not seem carved of rock was
his large eyes, glowing awarm amber in concern for her.

She amiled a hisworry and touched his damp shoulder with agloved hand. When they had first met, his
monstrous gppearance had frightened her, but over time, she could no longer see the mongter, just the
large heart and undying loydty. “1 think the orm istheleast of our concernsin the days ahead,” she said
softly. “But | appreciate your worry. I’ll go down below in amoment. | just wanted to see Gul’ gothawith

my own eyes.”

He nodded, peering over her shoulder. “1t be not awelcome sight.”

Elenasaw Tal’ chuk touch histhigh pouch that hid the jeweled Heart of his people. She moved a step
closer to him, bringing her arm around histhicker one. “Wewill not leave here until both our missionsare

finished. This| promise. If there sa Gate here, we' |l destroy it. And if there’ saway to rid your people of
the Bane, we'll findit.”

A deep rumble flowed from the giant. Though it was wordless, Elenaheard the thanksin histone. They
stood silently for afew moments more, then Tol’ chuk spoke. “1 don't think it be mere luck that our paths
go the same way now.”

“What do you mean?’

“The Heart first guided meto you. | believe both our pathswill end at the same place.” He stared out
toward Gul’ gotha. “Wherever the Manticore Gate be hidden, it be there that al answverswill come.

Elenanodded. “I believe you'reright.” She frowned once more toward the coming storm. Thunder finally
rumbled out to them, asif trying to ward them off. She wished she could mind the sorm’ swarning but



knew she could not. She turned from the sight. “I’ m ready to return below. Let’s keep warm while we
dill can.”

Tol’ chuk grunted and swung around. He led the way, shdltering her somewhat from the sting of the cold
ran.

As Elenafollowed, she pondered the twining lines of fate. The Bane, the Weirgate, the birthplace of the
Black Heart, the homeland of the d’ warves—how did they all weave together?

Once again, Cassa Dar’ swords echoed to her.
No one ‘tnewfor sure...

Elenaglanced briefly over ashoulder before ducking through the hatch held open by Tol’ chuk. On this
path, answers to these mysteries would be discovered—of this she was sure. But she shivered asa
bigger question loomed: Would they be strong enough to face those answers?

Queen Trata watched the fiery-haired woman descend into the bowels of the Sunchaser . Neither the
woman nor her large companion had been aware of the queen’ s presence. Aboard the ship, Tratal could
move unseen whenever and wherever she wanted. Wisps of energy il traced her figure, casting a heavy
mist that hid her from others' eyeswithout clouding her own vision. She waked from her position by the
gernrail. One hand trailed along the wood, caressing it like alover brushing a sweetheart’ s cheek.

Alone, except for alone sentry in the crow’ s nest atop the central mast, Tratal extended her sensesinto
the ship. She made sure the woman was gone, fedling Elena’ s footsteps on alower deck ladder. The
wit’ ch soon joined the others gathered in the galley.

Good...

She dropped her cloak of mists and stared ahead, past the ship’s bow. No one had seemed to sense the
falsenessto the tempest hovering at the coastline. She signdled the dv'in sailor in the crow’snest. He
nodded back to her. All wasin readiness.

Tratd faced forward. Along the bow of the ship, elementa energies crackled brightly as she tapped into
the power of the storm ahead. A nimbus of slver-white hair plumed about her dender face asthe
magicks swelled in her. Shelifted her arms, sghing in the play of wind and power. Sailsswelled. Tratdl
amed for the heart of the storm, ahard smile fixed on her face. In the gray light, her skin was carved ice,
her eyesimbedded jewels of azure.

“Show yoursdlf,” she wind-spoke to the heavy clouds that hung above the ssorm-lashed cliffs ahead. “It
istime!” Her words were borne on gusts of winds.

Near the coast, the mists dowly blew apart and a bank of angry

James Llemens clouds opened. A fleet of adozen small sky-cutters broke free and swept forward like a
flight of angry bees. Energy crackled dong ;heir black kedls, stabbing downward in dazzling bolts of
lightning. The swift warships split into two waves, diving to circle the larger flagship.

Whispersin thewind carried greetings and acknowledgment from each of the cutters’ elv’in captains.
They sounded their readiness.

“Thenletit begin,” Queen Tratd commanded. She sent more energies out into the false storm.

The black length of cloud swirled, and a passage opened through the middle of the storm. The small



cutters, now flanking the larger ship, escorted it toward the roiling tunndl in the tempest. Far ahead,
buried in the clouds and lit by flickers of lightning, she spotted familiar fortresses and battlements.

Queen Trata smiled. For the past moon, Elena had refused to abandon this petty war and accept her
true heritage and bloodline. Even her own son Meric had foolishly been swayed to the passions of these
mud dwellers. But Queen Tratal was not so easily persuaded. She knew her dutiesto the past and future
of her people. The bloodline of their lost king would not be lost again. It would be returned to its rightful
place. What did the squabbling of land-bound nations concern the v’ in? They had flown above such
fighting and wars for countless centuries.

Stll, her attempts at convincing Elena had been another matter. The wit’ ch had proven to be obstinate
and headstrong. But there were other ways to turn a stubborn wind. If Elenawould not travel willingly to
the elv’'in kingdom, then the kingdom would be brought to her.

The Sunchaser swept down into the long stormy tunnd, flanked by the cuttersthat assisted her in
keeping the tempest at bay. Lightning flared in bright glows aong the passage’ swalls. Ahead, at theend
of the tunndl, massive wooden gates swung open. Bright, clear sunlight flowed out into the passage from
the heart of thedv'in'sky fortress.

Asthey neared the open gates, the lead cutter’ s captain announced the return of their queen. Almost lost
in the rumbling thunder of the storm, trumpets blared. Tratd’ s keen ears picked up the triumphant
greeting. The head captain turned his attention back to the

Sunchaser . Hiswords were bold on the winds. “Welcome, Queen Tratal. Welcome back to
Stormhaven.”

Asthecity in the Sky opened before her, she smiled, likeicefinaly breaking with the coming spring. It
was good to be home again.

Sor mhaven.

ThedV'in citadd floated atop this unnatura storm, hidden from below, open to the bare sky above. For
centuries, the city had flown over the world' s seas and idands, oceans and lands—just an unexpected
gde passing overhead. None were aware of what rode atop this tempest. For an endless time, none but
theelv'in had ever set eyes upon the ancient citadel. Until now.

Upon first learning of Elend sintent to leave A’loaGlen, Trata* had sent word by hawk to Stormhaven,
ordering the citaddl’ s keepersto fly the fortress to the monstrous cliffs of Gul’ gotha. All was going as she
had ordered. Before any of the others grew wise, the Sunchaser would be docked at Stormhaven—and
at long lagt, the ancient king’ s bloodline would be rgjoined to her own.

Queen Tratd whispered her own greeting to the girl below. “Welcome home, Elena. Welcome to your
true home.”

Er'ril barely noticed asthe rumbling thunder grew worse. The planks under hisfeet trembled with each

roar. Ignoring the storm, he remained intent on the map spread atop the galey table. He had borrowed
the browned and weathered parchment from the libraries back at A’loaGlen. Hiseyesran over the old
names, many unreadable, the colored inks faded to blurs by age.

The lands of Gul’ gotha.

Acrossfrom him, the captain of the d warves, Wennar, hunched just asraptly. The craggy-faced d warf
poked athick finger at amountain. “We can land on the dopes of the southern side of Mount Gallmanor.



Thereisan old trail that winds around its flank and into our homeland valeys. It should dlow usto
gpproach the region in secret.”

“Why could we not just fly directly into your lands?’ Elenaasked. She stood by the hearth, warming her
hands. Her hair till dripped and clung to her face. “I thought the mines and townships of your people
were long abandoned.” i

Wennar glanced to her from under heavy brows. “They were abandoned by d’ warves. But they are not
uninhabited. I’ ve heard tales of the diseased creatures and awful ritesthat are still performed there,
fouling our lands. To explore, we must move swiftly and attract no unwanted attention.” He tapped the
map. “Thisisan old hunting trail. Few should be watching it.”

Er'ril nodded. As much as he distrusted this d’ warf, he could not fault his plan. 1t seemed sound. If
anything lurked in the mines and valeys of the d warf homelands, a more cautious approach was
warranted. “1 think we should consider Wennar’ s plan. In fact—"

Rrrippp...

Er'ril turned to seethelittle tamrink, Tika, snatch up atorn corner of the map and pop it into his mouth.
The furry beast chewed its stolen prize with much gusto. Er’ril swung abackhand at it, but Tikal went
hopping away. It dodged around the crouched figure of Tol’ chuk and scrambled toward its keeper.

“Tikd! ” Mama Freda scolded with a snort. The old woman, who had been drowsing in the chair,
pushed up. She scooped the fiery-furred tamrink and settled it into the crook of her arm. Her sightless
faceturned to Er'ril. “I’m sorry. HE sunduly agitated right now.”

An explosion of thunder rattled through the ship’ s bones.

“I’'mnot surprised,” Elenasaid, her eyesglinting with worry. “ The storm aong the coast is piled high and
dark.”

Er'ril returned to his study of the map. “ Queen Trata will get usthrough safely. She said the stormis of
no concern.”

Mama Freda cleared her throat as Tika whined in her arms. “1 don’t know.” She cocked her head. Tika
mimicked her. “ Something sounds wrong with this sorm.”

“What do you mean?’ Er’ril grumbled, instantly suspicious.
The old hedler asmply shook her head.
Tol’ chuk stirred, eyes dowly opening. “1 should go and check.”

“No need,” MamaFredasaid. “Tika isfaster.” She bowed her face toward her pet, and Tika jumped
from her lap. Thetiny tamrink scrambled out the door, running on al fours, aflash of fur.

Er'ril straightened from the map table. The others stood silently.

Mama Fredatugged her black shaw! tighter about her shoulders. “ Tikal has reached the middeck.” Her
lips pursed as she concentrated. “ The winds are strong. Angry black clouds surround the ship on dl
gdes The sky isafirewith lightning.”

To punctuate her words, anew volley of rumbling thunder echoed through the ship.

“But... but thelight iswrong. It' stoo bright. Tika is climbing therigging to get a better view. | see Queen



Tratd. She' sat the stern, full of power and crackling energy. She stretches for the sky, her toes barely
touching the planks.”

Mama Freda suddenly sat up straighten

“What isit?’ Elenaasked.

“Other ships... | see smaller boats flanking ours.”

Er'ril moved forward, ahand shifting to the hilt of hissilver sword. “ Attackers?

“I don't think so. With Tikal’ skeen eyes, | can spot év'inin the other ships' riggings.”
“ElV'in?’ Er'ril scowled. “From where?”

Mama Fredafrowned, holding up ahand. “Thelight... Sweet Mother, there’' s sunlight ahead!” She burst
to her feet, wobbling in her blindness, her vision fixed e sawhere. Elenahurried forward to steedy the
eydessheder. “A city! Theré sacity inthe ssorm!”

Er'ril unsheathed his sword and moved toward the door. “We ve been betrayed!” Elenamade amoveto
follow him, but he placed arestraining hand on her arm. “ Stay here with Mama Freda. Tol’ chuk and |
will go and investigate.” He turned to the blind elder. “Mama Freda, keep your pet’ s eyes atop the deck.
Watch and beready if there strouble.”

Elenayanked off one of her gloves, then grabbed her wit’ ch dagger. The small blade flashed in the
lamplight.

Er'ril blocked her dagger. “Be cautious with your magick. Even you can't fly if the boat is burned out
from under you.”

She dipped her hand free of his, then flicked her blade across each fingertip. “Don’'t worry, Er'ril.” Blood
turned to tendrils of fire, risng from her fingers. He watched as she wove the flamesinto arose burning in
her palm. She stared tightly at him, her eyes bright with power. “ The ship won’t burn.”

Er'ril’seyebrows rose at Elena s mastery of her magick. With anod, he swung to Tol’ chuk, who waited
at the doorway.

Behind him, Mama Freda spoke urgently. “We fly toward the city’ s gates. Hurry.”

Er'ril raced up the steps, taking them two at atime. Tol’ chuk fol-lowed. Er'ril burst out the door to the
middeck, sword raised. The shock of the Sight awaiting him stumbled hisfeet.

Catching himself, he gaped at the spectacle. All about the ship, angry black cloudsroiled, lit from within
by flashes of lightning. Thunder rolled everywhere, and distantly he thought he heard the blare of
hundreds of trumpets. But all thiswas nothing compared to the sight beyond the Sunchaser’t bow.

Massive gates of wood towered a quarter league high into the sky. They lay open on awondrous sight.
Beyond the gateslay avast sunlit city, resting atop the storm itself. Above the roofs and towers, the late
afternoon sun hung clear, shining down upon thiscity in the clouds.

Just beyond the walls lay awide open space, a sheltered bay, where wooden docks and piers protruded
into the air above roiling storm clouds. Er’ ril spotted other ships moored there, of dl shapesand sizes.
deek cutters, thick-bellied supply ships, even fanciful boats shaped like swans and eagles. Beyond the
port’s docks, wooden buildings and shops climbed the clouds, spreading to the horizon. Some had



chimneys leaking thin streams of smoke; others had small faces peering from windows. But dl were
brightly colored, like the plumage of a peacock. Instead of stone streets or muddy tracks, complex
bridges and wooden spans connected the buildings together in amaze of rope and wood. Higher on the
cloudy dopes, larger homes, towers, and steeples poked toward the sunny skies as the city spread far
and wide.

But dl thiswas d warfed by the lofty castlein the city’ s center, itswalls of solid iron glowing bright with
the energy of the ssorm below. Beyond the wall, the central keep’ s score of towers climbed to impossible
heights. Clustered tight together, they appeared not unlike a gathered bunch of reeds.

Tol’ chuk stepped to Er'ril’ s Side, neck stretched as he gawked at the wonder. By now, ev’'in sailors
gppeared from hatches and doors. Ignoring Er'ril and Tol’ chuk, they swarmed up into the rigging and
began to reef the salls.

Er'ril turned away. He could guess the name of the sky city they approached: Stormhaven. In the pagt,
he had heard Meric spesk of the ev'in citaddl in the Sky. But what he did not understand was what the
city was doing here, and why they were flying through its gates. Er'ril’ s face hardened to granite. He
knew one person who held these answers.

“Comeon,” Er'ril ordered. He led the way to the ladder up to the stern deck. Mama Freda had
mentioned seeing Queen Tratd near the stern rail. The old woman was not wrong. ASEr’ril clambered to
the deck, he spotted the v’ in queen framed in crackles of blue energies, her aamsraised high. Her
slver-white hair was an angry cloud about her upturned face.

“Tratd!” Er'ril barked. “What deceit isthis?” The woman's gaze dowly lowered from the skies. Her
eyesflashed with lightning. “I will take the wit’ ch to her true throne. Her blood will unitethe dv'in’s past
with itsfuture. It istime Elena put aside her mud-wallowing, to accept her true heritage.”

Er'ril kept hissword in hand. “I won't allow you to kidnap her.” Queen Tratdl’ s hedls settled to the
planks as she lowered her hands. “ And what do you think you can do?” She waved an arm asthe
Sunchaser swept through the gates, flanked by its escorts. “ Our home flies|leagues above the world.
Beyond our wallslies only death. Thereis no escape.”

Er'ril considered her words. In truth, there was no way down from the clouds without the cooperation of
theev’in. They were dl dependent on their host’ s good graces. Still, over the centuries, Er'ril had
learned that another’ s cooperation could often be bought at the point of asword. He stepped forward,
sword raised. With aqueen as hostage. ..

Tratal snapped her fingers, and asmal bolt of lightning lanced from the energies about the ship. The
blinding bolt struck Er'ril’ s sword and burned it from his hand.

Er'ril gasped and shook away the burn. His sword clattered at hisfeet. Tol’ chuk rumbled in menace, but
Er'ril held him back.

Queen Tratd remained ice. “ Retrieve your sword, plainsman.” She turned her back on him, unconcerned
by any threat he could offer. “It istime you accepted your fate aswell.”

Er'ril collected his siword. He hdd it amoment, then shoved it back into its sheath. “Elenawill never
cooperate with you.”

Tratal swung around, leaning againgt therail, obliviousto the energies racing dong the wood. “ She will
when the fate of her dear friendsisheld hostage against her goodwill. Sheisasmart girl. Here dl thewild
meagick in the world will not free her, only get you al killed.”



Er’ril opened his mouth to argue, but he found no words. Elenawould fight thisimprisonment—»but not at
the cost of dl their lives. Tratd was most correct. They were caught snugly in her icy web.

Cursing hisblind trust, Er'ril stared at the spread of Stormhaven as the flagship swept toward the docks.
Thevast dv'in city glowed under the golden sunlight. Already hundreds of residents flowed aong bridges
and appeared waving at windows. All had come to cheer the return of their queen. Trumpets blared, and
drums began to beeat cheerily. Severd bannerswaved, bearing the Sigil of an azure eagle against asilver
background.

Behind them, the mighty gates swung dowly closed, shutting out the storm beyond, cutting off any means
of escape.

“A handsome city, isit not?” Queen Tratd asked airily.
Er'ril frowned at the bright citaddl. “It' s as pretty aprison as |’ ve ever seen.

Elenafollowed the others dong the wide bridge spanning the length of Stormhaven. Queen Tratd led the
way, bornein adraped litter floating above the bridge. Energy crackled along the small vessdl’siron
runners. The lithe woman lifted an arm and waved to her people asflower petals floated and swirled in
the air, tossed from windows and doorway's, scenting the thin air in sweet fragrances. Voiceswere raised
inwelcoming cheers, well-wishes, and song. Trata acknowledged them dl, nodding and waving.

Elena scowled at the spectacle. Upon disembarking the Sunchaser, Tratd had invited Elenato
accompany her aboard the cushioned litter, but Elena had refused. “I’ll walk with the other prisoners,”
she had said coldly. Tratal had merely shrugged and climbed into the high sest.

Upon firgt hearing of her imprisonment, Elena sinitia ingtinct had been to strike out, ripe with coldfire and
wit’ chfire. Who dared stand in her way? But Er'ril had talked her down from her sharp fury. Herswasa
power of destruction and the laying of waste. Here, her magick would only lead to atumbling degth.
Mama Freda had agreed with Er'ril, ingsting that time and wise words might win, where sword and fiery
magick failed. Elenahad finaly forced her bright anger down to atight-lipped glower.- With no other
choice, she accepted her fate—for now. But asthe parade led to the roya keep, Elena silently promised
hersdf to find away out of thisgilded birdcage. The fate of Alaseadepended onit.

Er'ril marched at her side, keeping awatch on windows and doorway's as they passed. Wennar and
Mama Freda marched behind, flanked by ahalf dozen €v'in swordsmen. Tol’ chuk and the other six
d warves of their party remained imprisoned aboard the Sunchaser, ransomed against their good
behavior.

So the group marched sullenly toward the spired citadel acrossthe vast city. To either Side, carefully
crafted homes and shops lined the way. Lintels and beams were ornately carved. Windows werefilled
with colored glass. Everywhere Elenalooked, the skills of the ev'in artisans were evident. The city was
one extensve work of sculpted art. As much as her kidnapping rankled, she could not dismissthe
wonder of the place.

Children, barefoot and dressed in motley colors, danced on the ropes and thin spans bridging the skies.
They raced and launched kitesin various shapes and sizes, dl creatures of the air, their shapes and colors
both real and fanciful: sharp-eyed eagles, black-winged crows, osprey, terns, bats, butterflies, even
colored clouds. The hues and shimmersflared in the bright sky, shining as brightly as the children’ s songs
and laughter.

Unbidden, asmile cameto Elena slips. One bold child ran up to her, dodging easily around Er'ril’s
attempt to wave him off; he could be no older than five winters. He ran beside her, matching her stride,



garing up at her with large blue eyes, his hair an unkempt gale of white-blond hair. “Y ou don’t look likea
king,” he said with asmall frown. “ Papa says you' re aking. Kings are supposed to be boys.”

“I’'mnot aking, littleone,” she said with an amused grin. “ Just the grandchild of your ancient king.”

He studied her with narrowed eyes, his mouth crooked as he pondered her words. “Y ou still don't ook
likeno king,” hefinaly concluded, but he offered her his hand to take anyway. She accepted it. How
could she refuse? He leaned a bit toward her, his eyes peeking past to Er'nl. “Papa sayswhen | turn six,
he' sgonna.get me asword for my birthingday party. Then I'll guard you instead of him.”

“I would be honored, little knight.”

He nodded, satisfied with his future assgnment. After abit, he waved her down closer and kissed her
quickly on the cheek. With his prize won, he ran away on light feet, snging at thetop of hislungs. “I
kissed theking! | kissed theking!”

Smiling, Elenawatched other children converge on him to hear hisexciting tale. It ssemed young ones
were the same theworld ‘ round. By now her mood had greetly improved. Still, she only had to look
down to be reminded of her prison.

Underfoot, the bridge was composed of dats of white ash. Each iron bolt in the wood glowed with the
magick of the v’ in—magick keeping it afloat above the endlessfal. Elenacould smell the magick thick
inthe air—or wasit just the scent of lightning? Below, between the dats, the sormroiled like araging
torrent. Lightning flared deep in its heart, thunder a.constant rumble.

Wennar moved up to her sde. “ Gul’ gothalies below.”
“How do you know?’ she asked.

Wennar pointed to the north. Elenaturned. Between a date-roofed cobbler’ s shop and atwo-story
chandlery, the view of the skies opened to the storm beyond the city’ stowering walls. Thunderclouds
churned and swirled. But thiswas not the Sight that the d' warf leader indicated. Up from the whorling
bank of black clouds, asolitary peak protruded, an idand of steep cliffsand flinty outcropsriding an
angry sea

“The Anvil,” Wennar said. “It’ sa sacred mountain to our people. Itissaid in our historiesthat upon this
peak, thefirst of our people were forged by the gods' hammers.”

Elenanodded. The peak’ sflat summit did indeed appear like agiant’ s blacksmith anvil. She watched as
the storm swept up its dopes, the cloudstrying to swamp theidand in the sky. “We re adrift,” Elena
mumbled. She sensed no movement, but as she stared, the storm rode past the giant mountain.
Stormhaven was on the move, passing over Gul’ gotha.

Er'ril moved closer. “How far are we from the coast?”’
“A half dozen leagues, I'd say.”

“And how far from your homeland valey?’

“A ten-day march. Fifty leaguesor s0.”

Asthey continued following the queen’ slitter, the view vanished behind ablue house trimmed in silver.
Six leagues from the coast? The storm moved swiftly.



Er'ril grumbled. “Then we Il be over your valleys by morning.”
“And wdl beyond after that,” Wennar added quietly.

Er'ril glanced to Elena, his expression hard. She understood what was | eft unspoken. They must escape
this very night, or they would be lost forever .

Elena, her chest tight with worry, stared down between her boots. Deep in the whirling darkness,
lightning it the heart of the ssorm. How did one escape a prison in the sky? For the hundredth time, she
wished she could consult her Aunt Filaand Cho. But the Blood Diary had been confiscated dong with
the Try’sil, the Hammer of Thunder. Not that the book would be any help. The moon would not grow full
for severa days. Shewould find only blank pagesif she opened it now.

AsWennar dipped back behind, Mama Fredatook hisplace a Elena sside. “1 heard what the d’ warf
said,” the old healer whispered. “It leaves uslittle time to sway these cold-blooded sky dwellers.”

“If wecan't sway them,” Elenasaid hatly, “I'll burn their city from the sky.”

Mama Freda glanced over at her. Though the lack of eyes made the woman' s expression difficult to read
at times, now the hedler’ s shock was etched in every wrinkle. “Y ou' d kill the boy who came amoment
ago seding akiss”

Elenalowered her face with shame.
Er'ril answered. “ElV’in only respect strength. Innocents are often killed in war.”

“Perhaps.” Mama Freda s next words were for Elena. “But can you day them with your own hand, not
accidentdly, but willfully and with forethought?’

Elenatightened her fingersinto frustrated fists. “No,” shefindly sghed. “No, | can't.”
“Good. | feared perhgpsthat | was aiding thewrong sidein thiswar.”
“It wasjust my anger spesking.”

Mama Freda nodded and touched Elena s shoulder. “ Then heed me amoment, lass. There are waysto
play thisthat don’t require fire and deeth.”

“What do you mean?’
“Tika alowsmeto see and hear much that others would not wish known.”
Er'ril stepped closer to Elend sside, haf huddling. “What have you learned?’

“Aswe were off-loading from the Sunchaser, | overheard some sailors speaking privately. Rumors say
that Elenawill be forced to wed an €V'in prince as the moon rises tonight. Her bridemate will be
announced at afeast with the sun’ s setting.”

Elenawas aghast. Married?“I will never! I'll refuse” Mama Fredanodded. “1 suspect that our lives and
continued comfort will depend upon you acquiescing. Even words of marriage spoken under duress are
recognized by theelv'in.” Elena sfeet sumbled.

“And thisvery night, they will take your maidenhead upon your marriage bed—Dby force if necessary.”

Elenagrew cold. Though she had already flowered as awoman and her moon’s blood marked her old



enough to be wedded, the thought of lying with aman terrified her more than any ill’ guard demon. With
her body’ s spellcast maturation, she understood the needs of awoman. And her own mother had
explained the ways of men and women when she was much younger. In fact, she had once practiced
kissing with afarmhand from the Nickleburry ranch. But to bed a man? Someone she did not know? A
sranger?*“1 will not allow this” Er'ril said with an icy menace. Mama Fredanodded. “1 didn’t expect
you would. But these dv'in mean to reclaim their ancient king' s lineage, to rgoin theroyd lines.” Elena
found her voice again, but her words cracked. “Y -you hinted of away out of thistrap.”

“As| was saying, these sailors were talkative, and their blood was up with their return to Stormhaven. It
seemsyour looks and charms have not gone unnoticed by the menin therigging. One of the sailors
seemed especidly captivated by you. With a coarse laugh, he suggested challenging your bridemate by
riteoiry'thlor.” “What isthat? Er'ril asked.

“| asked my cabin boy as he was helping me from my room. Ry’ th lor trandatesas*heart' sblood’ in the
high elv’intongue. A suitor for awoman’s hand can be challenged by another. A trid by combat. The
victor winsthe hand and no other can contest it.”

Er'ril touched hissword hilt. “Then | will chdlenge this quee’ sman.”

“It isnot as easy asthat. The chalenger must fight the potentia suitor with hisbare hands. The suitor is
under no such restraint. He will be armed with aceremonia sword and dagger.”

The plainsman’ s expression hardened. “1 will dill chalenge.”
“Of courseyou will... and most likely die”
Elenashook her head. “Y ou must not, Er'ril.”

“And even if you succeed, you will be forced to take your suitor’ s place. Y ou must marry Elenawithin
the day of the challenge.”

Er'ril and Elenaglanced at each other. Eveninthe chill air, her face flushed warmly. His own eyes
seemed amix of confused emotions.

Er'ril cleared histhroat. “If | mugt, | must.”
“I... 1 fill don’t see how thiswill help us,” Elenamumbled.

“Upon your marriage kiss, Er’ril can make one request of the suitor’ sfamily. A dowry, so to spesk, for
the stolen bride.” Mama Freda glanced significantly at them. “1t cannot be refused.”

Elena understood amost immediately. “Er’ril could ask that we belet go.”
“Exactly. What cannot be won in war can be gained by love.”
“But would they honor thistradition?’ Er'ril grumbled.

“I believe so. Even though they’ d take Elena by force to gain her bloodline, they are till apeople of
tradition and gtrict law. If the challenge is made, it must be honored. If they broke their code in order to
father aking's child from Elena, the Blood would be tainted— no more than a bastard child. No, |
believe they must bow to the chdlenge of ry'thlor.”

Elenaturned to Er'ril. “Then it must be attempted.”

She glanced up to her knight. Degp inside her, something more than hope swelled in her heart. She fought



tears, remembering adance atop atower roof, arm in arm, the brush of his cheek on hers. No words had
been shared during that long night—but it did not aways take words to speak one's heart.

“Itwill beahard fight,” Mama Fredawarned.

“I will succeed.” The plansman’sgray eyes never left hers. Hiswords were hushed. “1 will win Elena.”
Mama Freda nodded. “ Then thereis only one other item you must know.”

“What?'

LtM'tNS

“Before the suitor’ sfamily honors your request, you must prove your marriage.”

“Prove our marriage?’ Elenabroke her gaze from Er’ril. “What does that mean?’

Mama Freda stared forward, her expression unreadable. “ Before we are freed, Er'ril must take your
maidenhood himsdlf.”

Er'ril stared as Elenawas led into the feast hall. She was a beauty in green velvet. Her gown flowed in
draperies and trains, held aloft by apair of young girlsin matching velvet as she stepped down the stairs
and into the hall. Her hair was woven into asweep atop her head, held in place by afine net of slver
filigree, fiery with diamonds. At her appearance, polite applause rose from the nobles gathered to either
sdeof thehal.

Shewasled into the room by the queen herself. Queen Tratal wasacloud of silk laced with gold
filaments. In her arms rested a scepter of red iron shaped like alightning bolt, as stark and unforgiving as
the onewho cradled it. As she moved, traceries of azure energies danced dong the scepter’ s length.

Queen Tratal crossed the great hdl. To either Side, tables were decorated with rose petals amid settings
of crystal and porcelain. Overhead, the vaulted beams were festooned with flowering vines. Serving staff
waited in doorways laden with wine bottles and trays. Smdlls of the kitchens wafted up from the hearths
below. The hdl held its breath for the feast and cel eboration to begin.

Ontheroom’sfar Side, atop araised dais, Er'ril stood with Mama Freda and Wennar at the main table.
Each of them had aso been bathed, perfumed, and dressed in fineries. As Er'ril stood, waiting for the
long procession of courtiersto filein after Elenaand the queen, he tugged at his gray jacket and ruffled
linen shirt, both abit too snug for hiswide plainsman shoulders.

Elenaand Queen Trata wound through the room and up the three sairsto join them atop the dais. The
elv'in queen took her place at a ddicate throne of slver, cushioned with midnight blue pillows. Elena
followed to take the chair at the queen’ sright Side, amatching throne but with more stern lines, clearly
the king' s seet. She settled into it uncomfortably. Er'ril and the others were positioned a dozen chairs
away on Elena swing of thetable.

Er'ril caught Elena s attention as she sat down. Her green eyes, flecked with gold, showed clearly that
shewas scared and worried, but he noted the core of determination behind her gaze, too. She nodded to
him, then turned back as the queen began to address the gathered audience.

“Thisisafateful day.” Queen Tratd’ swords were softly spoken but carried easily across the wide room.
“Since our banishment from the shores of our ancient homelands, we have only been half apeople. Our
ancient king, King Belanon, was stolen from us—hiswisdom, guidance, and love were logt in the mix of
blood down the ages. And though we' ve grown beyond the need for grubbing the land and instead



fashion castlesin the sky, we can never forget what was stolen from us, what is ours by right of blood
and heritage.”

Queen Tratal motioned for Elenato stand. She obeyed, gliding to her feet. “ Though King Belarion’s
bloodline was mixed with that of commoners, theiron in the roya blood can never be fully vanquished.
Here stands the vessdl for the return of our king. From her womb, King Belarion will be reborn to his
people.”” Queen Tratd reached and lifted adender glass of whitewine. “Long live the king!”

Acrossthe hall, celebrants raised their own glasses. The queen’ swords were carried and echoed across
theroom. “Long live the hjngl”

Er'ril scowled and was prodded from behind by a guard to take up his own glass. He downed his glass
of winein one gulp and dammed it back down upon the table, shattering the stem of the goblet. No one
noticed. They were al too focused on the central dais. Only Mama Freda placed arestraining hand upon
his elbow, cautioning him to be patient. Earlier, she had explained the details of rhy’th lor. He could only
make his challenge after Elend s bridemate had been named—then he must state his own clam before the
suitor seded the engagement with akiss upon Elena s cheek. After this gesture, no challenge could be
made or accepted.

Asthe hdl grew quiet again, Queen Trata continued her speech.

“On thisauspicious night, with the moon silvering bright in the twilight skies, | will now sedl the two halves
of our people. With dl here aswitness, let it be known that ElenaMorin’ sta will be wed thisnight to my
own sger’ sfirg son, Prince Typhon.”

It was awell-rehearsed act. A tall dender man stood to the queen’ sleft. There was no surprise on his
dour face, nor ddight. He wore asickly pained expression as he lifted an arm in acknowledgment. He
looked asif he were about to be fed naked to a pack of sniffers. Er'ril noted how a small-boned woman
on his|left touched his hand as he stood. Her eyeswere full of regret and sorrow. He gave her fingersthe
barest squeeze, then released them. 1t seemed the prince had dready given his heart to another. But with
theroyd princes spread thin—Meric off to the Northwal, Richdd off to the South—the burden of uniting
the two v’ in houses had falen upon thisyoung man’ s shoulders.

“| accept this offered hand of marriage,” he said formdly. “ And will fill it with mine own.”

Queen Tratd lifted her iron scepter, which scintillated with energy. “Let the offer be bound with akiss so
al may seethe claim seded. Then asthe moon reachesits zenith, wewill join these two in marriage. And
by the dawn’ slight tomorrow, our two halveswill be made whole upon their marriage bed.”

Her words were greeted with more cheering. Prince Typhon dipped around his chair and stepped behind
the queen’ sthrone toward where Elena stood stiffly, her eyeswide and glassy. Mama Freda nudged
Er'ril. Now wasthe time. Around the hall, the celebrants grew quiet, anticipating the kissto come. Prince
Typhon reached to Elena s gloved hand. Thetal man leaned toward her cheek.

Before hislips could touch, Er'ril pounded hisfist upon the hardwood table. Porceain rattled, and wine
spilled from neighboring cups. The crack of his knuckles echoed across the room. Gazes swung in his
direction. Half bent toward Elena, Typhon glanced hisway.

“By riteofry’th lor” Er'ril bellowed, “I chalenge this suitor for Elena shand.”

Thelow murmur in the hal went deathly quiet. Prince Typhon straightened, bewilderment in his eyes, but
there was no confusion in Queen Tratdl’ s gaze. Even from adozen sests away, Er'ril fdt theicy chill from
theev'inleader. Tratd’ sface was amask of anger.



“You havenorighttoclamry'th lor. Itiselv’inlaw and does not apply to common folk of the lands
below.”

Er'ril wasready for this response. He had discussed the detals at length with Mama Freda. “It is not
your choiceto deny my claim or not. Only the woman to be betrothed can dismissthe chalenge and
deny the claimant.” Er’ril swung his gazeto Elena. “And by your own word, Elenais of eVv’in heritage, so
by your own dv’in law, she can make thisjudgment.”

Er'ril noted Elena shift her feet and turn to face the queen. Though Elena s eyes glinted nervoudy, her
wordswere hard and firm. 1 accept the challenge for my hand by Er'ril of Standi.”

By now, the queen’ s scepter spat tiny bolts of energy. Her thin lips had drained of color. She was
trapped by her own laws and customs. “Elenamay choose to accept the chalenge, but | have theright to
decide how the outcome will be judged.”

Er'ril glanced to Mama Freda. She shrugged, equaly in the dark about this statement.

“Asruler of Stormhaven, | declare that this chalenge must be won only by blood. It will be afight to the
desth.”

Gasps arose from the gathered throng. Even Er'ril was taken aback by thisturn of events. According to
Mama Freda, the victor in the challenge merdly had to make the other combatant submit, not kill him.

“By our oldest law, from the time of King Belarion himsdlf, ry’th lor was decided by blood. So to win
the hand of the king' s heritage, | claim the old rites be followed. Only death will settle thisclam.” Queen
Tratd turned to Elena. “Do you sill accept this challenge?’

Elena sface had paed with the queen’ swords. She glanced up to Prince Typhon. Hewas young, lithe,
and quick-eyed. Armed with asword and dagger, the young éV’in lord would prove aformidable
opponent. Even the prince looked little concerned about the challenge, his arms crossed, hisface cam.

Only the young év’in woman on the queen’ s side mirrored Elena s expression. Both women were
frightened for their men.

“Do you accept Er'ril of Standi’ s claim for your hand?’ Tratd repeated, atiny smile beginning to form on
her cold lips.
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Elenaturned to Er'ril, her face pained and terrified. “Make your choice,” the queen demanded!

Tol’ chuk sat inthe galley of the Sunchaser . He was a one except for asingle d warf who worked at the
smdl stone oven. Magnam was one of the smallest of theten d' warf warriors. To him fell the more menid
chores, like cooking their meals. But he did not seem to mind. He stirred a pot of stew with along
wooden ladle, a soft song bubbling from hislips. The language was unknown to Tol’ chuk, but the deep
tone and dow cadence whispered of old loss and ancient sorrows. It spoke to Tol’ chuk’s own spirit.

Atop thetable, the large chunk of heartstone glowed mutely, merely reflecting the small flamesfrom the
gdley’ s hearth. The shade of hisfather had told him he must take the Heart of his people back to where it
was first mined—to Gul’ gotha. But now they were dl prisonersin the clouds. How could he hopeto
complete hisjourney? Crouched beside the table, lost in hisown pain, Tol’ chuk failed to notice the small
d' warf cook until alarge bowl of stew was pushed in front of him, awooden spoon stuck in the middle.
“Eat,” Magnam said.



“I benot hungry,” Tal’ chuk mumbled politey, shifting dightly away. The d warf sghed and sat opposite
from Tol’ chuk. “Y ou been staring at that bauble for days. It’ stime you started looking back out to the
world.” He used athick finger to push the bowl toward Tol’ chuk. “ Even boulderslike you must est
sometime.” Tol’ chuk did not move.

“Y ou can pine and mope just aswel with afull belly.” Tol’ chuk rolled alarge amber eyein Magnam’'s
direction. The d' warf’ sface cracked with a soft smile. He reached for the jeweled stone, but hisfingers
hovered aboveits surface. “May 1?7

Tol’ chuk shrugged. What did it matter now? The stone was dead, poisoned by the Bane.

Magnam picked up the stone and held it up to the flames of anearby lamp. He stared at it one way, then
another. His eyes pinched with concentration. “Wonderful craftsmanship,” the d' warf said, lowering the
sone. “A master’ swork.” Tol’ chuk shrugged. Magnam sighed again, his gaze shifting to the untouched
bowl of
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Jew. “1 might not have the skill to cut a stone of this quality, but | do make atasty bowl of stew. It' sthe
only real reason | was dlowed to stay among Wennar’ s battalion. The taskmasters of the Nameless One
don’t coddle the small or weak-limbed. We' re usualy fed to his Dreadlords. | learned early onto
concentrate on my strengths, not my weaknesses. An army travelson its ssomach, and if you canfill it
with tasty stews, you'relesslikely to become atasty stew yourself.” The d warf’s easy manner dowly
drew Tol’ chuk out of hisgloom. Magnam continued. “I’ll make aded with you, Lord Boulder. You e,
and I'll tell you asgtory of d'warves and heartstones.”

Tol’ chuk stared warily. But curiosity made him reach for the bowl of stew. He picked up the spoon. “ Tell
meyour story.” Magnam smply waited, eyeing the empty spoon. Tol’ chuk grumbled and scooped up a
bit of potato and a chunk of beef. He started to speak around the mouthful of stew, demanding his story,
but then the taste of the stew struck his senses. The beef melted on histongue; the potatoes were delicate
and savory with athick creamy broth. Tol’ chuk’ s eyes grew wide. He spooned up another mouthful,
suddenly finding his hunger.

“So how’smy stew, Lord Boulder?” Magnam asked with araised eyebrow. “Good.”

Magnam settled back in hischair. “1t’'ll be even better tomorrow. ‘ Twice-stewed istwice asgood,” my
ol mammy awaystaught me.” The smal d' warf grew slent for abresth, his gaze on the past and distant
memories.

Tol’ chuk atein slence.

Findly, Magnam sirred. “But | promised you astory, didn’t 17" Tol’ chuk merely waved his spoon, too
busy to speak. The d warf crossed hisarms. “ Do you know where heartstone first came from?”’

Hismouth full, Tal’ chuk grunted hisignorance and shook his heed. “Well, thefirst piece of heartstone
ever discovered was found by ad warf—afelow named Mimblywad Treedle. He was mining hisclaim
off in the hinterlands of Gul’ gotha, in amountain named Gy’ hallmanti. In the old tongue, thistrandatesto
‘the Pesk of the Sorrowed Heart.” Many considered the old d’ warf to be mad. Not only had the
mountain been mined dry long ago, tales spoke of hauntings and ghogtsin itstunnels. Thelast group of
minerswho had entered the mines some two centuries earlier had never returned, lost forever.”

Tol’ chuk dowed his egting, drawn into the tale.



“But ol Mimblywad inssted he smelled fresh riches down in the lowest shafts of hismine. And mad or
not, he was the keenest scenter of histime. It was said his nose could sniff out an opa inapile of pig
dung. So for moon after moon, he dug with pick and shovel. Neighboring homesteads reported the
echoing sounds of hiswork both day and night. They aso whispered of other noises, stranger sounds.
But when they were asked for detalls, they would only shake their heads. Many moved away, leaving
their claims unsold. After ten winters, the entire region around Gy’ halmanti was deserted, except for the
lone Mimblywad Treedle.”

“What happened?’ Tol’ chuk asked, his spoon forgotten for the moment.

Magnam grew dour and dowly shook his head. “Mimblywad would sometimestrek out of histunnelsfor
supplies. Hewould travel to trading stores, awasted figure of bones and haunted eyes. He would talk to
himsdlf, mumbling angrily, asif arguing with someone only he could see. But addled as he was, he dways
seemed to come down from his mineswith enough gold and bits of shattered rubiesto buy more supplies
and disappear back into histunndls. He soon became alegend among our people. OF Mad Mimbly.
Then for an entire winter, no one saw him. Most guessed he had findly died in the haunted tunnédls of

Gy’ halmanti, becoming just another ghost himsalf. But they were wrong.”

Magnam took out a pipe from apocket and filled it with bit of dried tobacco ledf. “More stew?’

Tal’ chuk glanced to hisbowl, finding it surprisngly empty. “No. | befine. Tell me more of thisMad
Mimbly.”

Magnam lit his pipe and chewed on its end, speaking around the stem. “ Some three winters later, ol
Mimbly comes down to the village of Tweentown, drawing acart behind him like hewereamule. No
one recognized the bent-backed, white-haired d’ warf. His beard was wrapped around hiswaist, and his
eyes shone with wormglow.”

“Wormglow?’
Magnam nodded. “Wherever you find heartstone, you' Il find the worms. Glowworms.”

Tol’ chuk remembered the Spirit Gate of his people, the arch of pure heartstone through which he had
stepped to begin thisjourney .0 long ago. The tunnelsleading to the Gate had been filled with worms that
glowed the green of pond scum.

“No one knows what attracts the creatures, but if there savein of heartstone mined, within daysyou'll
find the place crawling with the squirmy beasts. There are some who say they’ re actudly birthed out of
the heartstone itsdlf.”

Tol’ chuk glanced to his own crystal. When first he had looked into the Heart, before its recent
transformation, the Bane had appeared to be ablack worm, a cousin to the tunnd’ s glowworms. Could
there be some connection?

“Anyway, if you hang around the worms long enough, their glow cregpsinto your own eyes. Some say it
lets you see not only thisworld but the next.” “ The pirit world?’

“No, the future. Glimpses of what’ sto come.” Magnam waved his pipe. “But that al makes no never
mind. What ol* Mad Mimbly had in his cart was what drew everyonein Tweentown' s attention. Piled
atop his cart were gems never seen before. Redder than rubies, brighter than the finest cut diamonds.”
The d warf pointed his pipe stem to the chunk of stone. “1t were heartstone, the first ever mined.”

“But how comeit was never found before?’



Magnam shrugged. “1 guess the mountains were findly ready to let them go. Miners say you' Il never find
asinglejewd unlessthe Land hersdf wantsyouto find it.”

“What did Mimbly say? Did he explain how he found them?’

“Ah, now there' stherub, Lord Boulder. He labored al those years, wearing his fingers to nubs—and
what does he do when hefindly strikes the motherlode of riches? He up and dies.” Magnam clucked out
asad laugh and shook hishead. “ That very night, he falls dead on his bed in Tweentown.”

Disgppointment ached in Tol’ chuk’ s breast. “He died?’

“In hisdeep. Curled like ababe.” Magnam sghed. “ Fate can be cruel. But at least o' Mimbly proved his
nose. He had scented riches and found them at last. He was aso the one to lend the new gem its name.
Hewould let no one near his cart of jewels. He claimed it was the blood of the mountains, from the

Land’ svery heart. Hence, its name—heartstone.”

“Blood of the Land?’

“So hedaimed, but he was addled after hisyearsaone. Talking and hollering at invisble figments,
swatting at the empty air. He claimed the stones were the Land’ s gift to our people, thet it was dl that
could save them from the darkness to come. The jewels must be hidden away and protected. Everyone
laughed at his babbling. Ol Mad Mimbly.” Magnam puffed out a perfect smoke ring and gave Tol’ chuk
aone-eyed dare. “But maybe he weren't as mad as we thought.”

The d' warf kicked to hisfeet. “Best | return to my cooking,” he mumbled.
“Wait. What did you mean, ‘ maybe he weren’t as mad as we thought’?’

Magnam nodded to the chunk of heartstone. “It guided you here, didn’t it? After he died, hisload was
taken, spread throughout our kingdom, and crafted into thousands of objects. It was ajewd of such
beauity that it could not be smply hidden away. For centuries, other minerstried to find ol Mimbly’s
vein. But he must have mined it dl himsdlf. No other heartstone was ever found in Gy’ halmanti, not even
adiver. Occasionaly abit was found here and there across the lands, but never agtrike like ol’
Mimbly's”

Tol’ chuk remembered his own tribe’ s secret: atowering arch of heartstone hidden deep in their
homeand mountains. The blood of the Land. It had sent him forth on thisjourney. But according to the
shade of hisfather, the Heart of his people had not come from this arch but from Gul’ gotha, from these
foreign lands. Redlization dowly dawned in Tol’ chuk. Hiswords were awhisper. “No other large pieces
were ever found in Gul’ gotha?’

Magnam shook his head and crossed to his stove. “None. That' swhat makes heartstone so precious.”

Stunned, Tol’ chuk reached and took up his chunk of heartstone. If Magnam's story was true, there was
only one place from which the Heart of his people could have come—from ol* Mad Mimbly’ s strikel!
Here was one of the very stonesthe ancient d’ warf had mined. Tol’ chuk squeezed the crystd, trying to
senseits age. Hisfather had assigned him to return the Heart to where it was first mined. He now had an
answer. He stared back up a the d warf. “ The mountain of Gy’ halmanti—what €l se can you tell me of
the place? Was nothing € se ever found there?’

Magnam frowned, stirring his stew pot. “Now | didn’t say that.

After ol* Mimbly, many minerstried their hand a delving into Gy’ hdlmanti. They al went bugt. But five
centuries ago, anew strike was discovered.”



“More heartstone?”

Magnam' s face twisted into a pained scowl. “No, but like the heartstone Mimblywad discovered, it was
agtonelike no other. A stone the world had never seen before.”

“What wasit?’

Magnam returned to his stew. His voice hushed to awhisper. “Ebon’ stone. They found ebon’ stone,
damnthemadl.”

Ice crept into Tol’ chuk’ s veins. His mind struggled to put this horror together. Heartstone,
ebon’ stone—both had been birthed from the same mines. What did it mean?

Magnam continued, thisthroat strained. “ Thereis only one other thing that ever came forth from the
tunndsof Gy’ hdlmanti.”

“What?’ Tol’ chuk asked. Hisfingers clutched tight to the chunk of crystd, afraid of the answer.

“The Nameess One. From the endless tunnels of Gy’ hallmarnti, the Black Beast of Gul’ gothafirst walked
our lands.”

Elenadtared & Er'ril. He was dressed in agray Sk jacket over abright white shirt. Hisraven hair was
combed back and tied into atail. How could she ask himto risk hislifein the chalenge for her hand,
especidly with the odds so badly stacked against him? Prince Typhon was strong and hae, and armed
with both sword and dagger against Er’ril’ s empty hand. What hope could there be for victory? If Elena
accepted the claim ofry’ th lor, she would be sentencing her liegeman to dmost certain death. Yet if she
refused, she would be married to Prince Typhon this night, and any hope for Alaseawould die on her
marriage bed.

“Make your choice, Elena,” Queen Tratal demanded.

Elenarefused to turn from Er'ril. Her eyes met his storm-gray ones. He stared hard at her, then his head
nodded imperceptibly. Hisface showed no fear, no indecison. His eyes said he would win thisfight.
Elenadrew strength from his gaze and stood straighter. She wiped her welling tears and turned to Queen
Tratd.

Clenching her figs, Elena s words were harsh and sharply spoken. “1t is upon your hands, Queen Tratd,
that blood will be spilled this
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night. By your actions, you have doomed your nephew to his desth. My liegeman will not fail me.*
“Then you accept hischalenge of ry’th lor}” Thequeen’s voice snapped with anger.

Elenamet her fury with her own. “Y ou have given us no choice but to murder for the sake of our
freedom. For this, | will never forgive you. | offer you this one moment to rescind your words. Put aside
thisclaim of marriage, and we will part dliesand friends. Insst on this course, and the blood of Prince
Typhonwill gainthishdl’sfloor.”

On the quean’ sother Sde, athin @v’'in woman stumbled to her feet. Her eyes, full of tears, werefixed
upon the young prince. “Please, Queen Tratd ... listen to the wit’ ch.”

Prince Typhon waved the woman back to her seat and hissed, “Méa, sit down. Y ou shame me.”



The woman would not be so easily cowed. She reached to Queen Tratd’ sdeeve. “1 love him, my queen.
| would give him up fredly to thiswit’ ch for the sake of the kingdom, but not... not to hisdeath. | could
not livewith that.”

Queen Tratal snatched her deeve from the woman'’ sthin-fingered grip. “ Begone from my side!” she
snapped. She flicked her wrist to aguard. “ Take Princess Meato her room. She seemsto havefallen
il

“No!” the dv’'in woman wailed. But two guards flanked her and took her arms. Mdafdl limpintheir
grips, sobbing. Unperturbed, the stoic roya guards dragged the weeping woman from the hall.

Elena noticed the pained expression on Prince Typhon' sface. He had taken astep in Meld sdirection
when she had first swooned, but a stern glance from the queen had frozen his steps.

The queen lifted her lightning scepter. “Theclaim oi ry'th lor has been accepted. Let the way be cleared
for the chdlengersto the hand of ElenaMorin’sd.”

Quickly, tables and chairs were pulled back from the foot of the raised dais. The celebrants now al
stood, ringing awide, empty space before the pair of thrones. Even the serving staff moved insdeto
cluster in corners or stand on chairsto view the coming battle. Elenaturned to Er'ril. Guards stripped him
of hissword. Queen Trata lifted her voice to the crowded hall. “ The chalenger must mest the challenged
with no weagpon but the clothes on hisback.”

Elena slegs grew numb. Er'ril could not even don leathersto pro-

JAMESULtMEB! + utect him. Only sk and linen. Y et despite the threat, Er'ril seemed little fazed.
He merdly stepped around the royal table and leaped to the cleared floor.

Thedv’in queen raised her left arm. “The chdlenged will be dlowed the traditional weaponsto defend
the hand of his bridemate. Sword and dagger!”

Prince Typhon aready had a sword strapped to hiswaist. He climbed off the daisto the other side of the
floor. After shrugging out of hisown jacket, he pulled free his sword and swept histhin bladein adeadly
flourish before him, practicing, loosening hisarms. The sword was ablur of Slver. Polite clapping met this
display of skill and swordsmanship.

Er'ril watched al thiswith dispassionate eyes. Queen Tratd turned her head dightly in Elena sdirection.
Her voice was awhisper meant for Elena searsonly. “My blood is not so much ice asto refuse you one
last chance, Elena. Dismissthischalenge and Er'ril will be spared.”

Elenawanted desperately to take the queen’s offer. What hope lay between honed steel and bare flesh?
Asif sendaing her faltering heart, Er'ril turned to Stare up a her. His eyes shone with pride and
determination. All acrossthe lands of Alaseaand throughout the War of the Ides, he had been her
protector and her champion. But since the war, Er'ril’ srole had drifted into the background. And she
had sensed hisill ease at thisnew role. But no longer. Here wasthe old Er’ril, the man she had known
during the long journey to this moment. As much as she feared for hislife, she could not take this
chdlengefromhim.

“I will not declinethe clam,” Elenawhispered back to the queen. “I will mourn the death of your kin.”

The only evidence of the quean’ sanger wasthe flare of energy that burst ong the iron scepter’ slength.
“Sobeit.”

Queen Tratd lifted both arms. “Let the Strength of hearts now judge whose hand will be joined to Elena’s



thisnight! Prepare yourselves!”

Prince Typhon repeated his sword' s flourish, moving now. He spun and twisted, weaving around him a
deadly cloud of sted. More applause greeted his performance.

Er'ril watched for amoment, eyes narrowed, judging his opponent. Then he smply pulled out of hisgray
slk jacket and dowly stripped off the crigp shirt. Bare chested, he cracked the kinks from his neck and
worked knots from his muscles. With hardly a concern, he wrapped his jacket around hisleft forearm,
then twisted his shirt into along whip. Once done, he smply stood till, staring across the way toward
Prince Typhon.

The prince finished his bow to the audience, then faced his queen.

A long tense moment of silence stretched. Findly, Queen Tratal brought her scepter down. “Let the
chalengebegin!”

Er'ril waited for his opponent to come to him. Around the hall, the crowd cheered, and coins exchanged
hands as bets were made. Heforced it al away, focusing hisfull attention upon Prince Typhon. Thedv’in
swordsman crossed the polished pine floor with confidence, striding purposefully, thetip of his sword
steedy and aimed at Er’ril’ s heart.

“I will make your desth clean,” Typhon called as he gpproached. “I bear you no animosity.”

Er'ril did not answer. His only response was the narrowing of his eyes. He studied his opponent’s
movements. how his swordpoint dropped when he led with hisleft leg, how he was easily distracted by
the crowd—nhis gaze flitting to the Sde when a celebrant yelled his name. Typhon had probably never
fought amid the chaos and screams of atrue battlefield. 1solated asthe €V’ in were, it was unlikely the
young prince had ever even killed aman.

The same could not be said of Er'ril. He had dogged through battlefields muddied with blood and muck.
He' d had friends die at his side as he fought with sword or ax. The number daughtered upon his sword
were too many to count. Er'ril felt atwinge of pity for thisyoung prince. Though he himself bore no
edged wegpon, he knew they werein fact evenly matched. And the lack of understanding in his opponent
would bethe dv’in’sdownfall.

Typhon paused when only two steps away. He steadied hissword. “1 will honor your memory.”

Er'ril tightened hisgrip on the rolled linen shirt. Typhon took a deep breath as he prepared for the fight.
But unknown to the boy, the battle had aready begun. Er'ril flicked hiswrist and snapped thetip of the
shirt at the prince sface.

Typhon, caught off guard, danced back.
Taking advantage, Er'ril legped forward. He knocked the boy’s
JA

Jwvord asdewith hisjacket-wrapped left arm and spun past the youth. With adeft grab, he relieved the
prince of the dagger at his belt and was away before Typhon could turn with his sword.

The young man’ s blade swept through empty air.

From astep away, Er'ril spun the dagger’ shilt in hishand, testing itsweight and grip.



The prince s eyes grew wider in surprise as he redlized the dagger was now in Er'ril’ s possession. A
twinge of concern entered Typhon's gaze—but not fear. The boy was till too green to know when to be
properly scared.

The crowd around them grew hushed by the turn of events. From the corner of hiseye, Er'ril saw Elena
gill standing beside the Vv’ in queen. From this distance, side by side, Er'ril recognized her €v’in blood:
the high cheekbones; the long, graceful neck; eyesasbright asicein sunlight. Elenamet hisgaze, afist
held at her throat with worry.

Hedid not have time to acknowledge her. With a hiss, Typhon legped a him. Er'ril was barely ableto

parry the blade with his dagger. The dv’in moved with unnatural speed now, tapping into the demental

energiesinherent in hisfamily. His blade was ablur. Er'ril danced back, reacting with pureingtinct. The
attack continued.

Er'ril saw no opportunity to turn defense into offense. Though the young prince was green in actua battle,
he was a skilled siwordsman. He offered no break in which Er'ril could dip through with the dagger. Er'ril
samply waited. He knew from Meric that this artificial speed taxed an ev’in. The boy could not maintain
thislevel of swiftnessforever.

Still, neither could Er'ril. The prince' s sword diced through his own defense, requiring Er'ril to block a
fatal blow with hisjacket-wrapped am. The blade’ s edge diced easily through the silk materid, biting
deep into the meat of Er'ril forearm. Hot blood immediately soaked through the ruined jacket and ran
onto the floor.

Er'ril grimaced, not with pain but frustration. Did this boy never grow tired?

Around them, the crowd began to grow boisterous again. Stirred on by the crowd and whetted by the
sght of Er'ril’ sbloody arm, Typhon fought more savagely—again proving hisinexperience. He leaped at
the wounded tiger, anticipating akill, abandoning his art to attack with broad strokes.

Er'ril ducked under the sword and dove forward, driving his shoulder into the elvin’ sknee. Both men
went down. Er'ril doubted the prince had much experience with smple brawling. Er’ril spun and found
the prince had managed to keep his sword in his grip. Ty-phon roared, twisting, and hacked his sword a
Er'ril. But Er'ril was no longer there.

Er'ril rolled clear asthe sword struck the pine planks with a thunk behind him. Before the prince could
pull the sword away, Er'ril rolled back over the blade, laying atop it now, his dagger held between his
chest and the sword’ s edge, pinning it to the planks. Ty-phon tried to yank free histrapped sword. Sted!
screamed on sted. Er'ril had only amoment. He dammed the elbow of hisbloody arm into the prince's
nose. Bones cracked. A cry of darm burst from his opponent.

Er'ril next brought his elbow down upon the prince sfingers, crushing them againg the hilt. The sword fell
free as the prince abandoned hislast weapon. Nose bloodied, hetried to roll away.

Er'ril followed, kicking the sword well away with the toe of his boot. Before the prince could gain his
knees, Er'ril leaped onto his back and drove him back to the planks, knocking the air out of the boy’s
lungs. Now pinned under Er'ril’ s heavier weight and wegponless, the prince began to sob, gasping,
sensing his death to come.

Er'ril grabbed afigful of the young man’s hair and yanked his head up, baring his neck toward the queen
on her dais. Er'ril brought the dagger’ s sharp edge to the prince sthroat. His own hot blood dribbled
from his diced arm, soaking the slver-blond hair of the defeated prince.



Er'ril turned to those gathered at the high table. The hall had grown silent. Er'ril stared hard at Queen
Tratd. 1 have defeated the suitor to Elena s hand in honest battle. | have bloodied your champion. Do
you accept my claim upon Elenanow, or must | day the blood of your kin? Must thisyoung one die
because of your pride?’

Queen Tratd ill held her scepter aoft, energy crackling aong itslength. Her eyeswereice, her face
unreadable.

Elena spoke up. “By your own law, Er'ril isthe victor here. Please release him of the need to day Prince
Typhon. | can tell the prince’ s heart has aready been claimed by Princess Mela. Do not add sorrow atop
sorrow.”

The energies began to die dong the length of the queen’s scepter.
“I cannot losetheking'sline”

“And you will not. Theking livesboth in my brother and me— and will again in our future descendants.
In exchange for the prince slife, | give my word and promise that sometime our two family lineswill be
joined. Thetwo roya houseswill be oneagain.” Elenatouched the queen’sarm. “But not today ... not
thisnight.”

The queen lowered her scepter. Energy faded from itsred iron surface. She stared down at Er'ril. “By
ev'inlaw, | declarethetrid oiry’th lor to be ended. Er'ril of Standi isthe victor. The hand of Elena
Morin'sta isnow claimed and sealed by blood.”

Er'ril bowed his head, accepting hisvictory. He climbed from Prince Typhon' s back and helped the
young man stand. “Well fought,” he whispered in the prince' s ear.

Prince Typhon rubbed his neck where the dagger had been pressed and the fate of hislife had hung.
Er'ril tossed aside his dagger and offered his hand to the young elv’in. The prince stared blankly at

Er'ril’ sopen pam.
In the pagt, Er'ril had seen many a defeated man unable to accept his opponent’ s good graces, too
prideful and angry.

But Typhon dowly lifted hisgood hand and took Er’ril’ sgrip. He bowed hishead. “I1t seems |’ ve much
gtill to learn.” Er'ril shook the man’s hand. “As does every man.” Typhon released his hand and stepped
asde. Er'ril moved toward the dais. The entire matter had yet to be completely resolved. He spoke for
al the hdl to hear. “With Elena s hand now free, | ask that you let usforego the marriage and alow us
passage to Gul’ gotha below.”

Queen Tratal glanced down to Er'ril with confusion. “It seemsyou’ ve misunderstood thetrid oiry’th lor.
Y ou offered the challenge. Elenaaccepted it. Y ou' ve proven the victor. As| said amoment ago, the sed
has been forged in blood. It cannot be sundered.”

“What do you mean?’ Elenaasked, mirroring Er'ril’s own bewildered expression.

Queen Trata stared back and forth between the two, then dowly sat down* shaking her head in defest.
“Intheeyesof thedv’in, you'redready married. Y ou' vejust had your ceremony.”

Elenaturned, stunned, toward Er'ril.

Typhon clapped Er'ril on the shoulder. “ Congratul ations.”



With dawn not far away, Elena stood at the balcony overlook-ing the city of Stormhaven. She was il
dressed in her bedclothes, unable to deep. After the fight between Er'ril and Prince Typhon, the floors of
the great hall had been quickly wiped of the combatants blood, and the celebration of Elena s marriage
had begun in earnest. Servants marched out course after course of food and wine: thick soupsfilled with
onionsand lentils, roasted quail wingsin jellied orange sauce, sdlads made of atumble of flower petds,
breads rich in cinnamon and baked with raisins, fruits of every variety sculpted in shapesto delight,
smoked duck curried with spices that burned the tongue, and finally velvety smooth chocolates accented
with spsof port wine.

But the entire medl wasjust along blur to Elena. After the fighting, Er’ril had been taken to the city’s
heders, dong with Prince Typhon. Elenahad yet to see him, even after the celebration ended and she
was led to her rooms. Everyone assured her that Er'ril was fine and the healers of Stormhaven werethe
best. Her only consolation was that Mama Freda had gone with Er'ril. Elenatrusted her skill, and asthe
party wound down to dancing and dow ballads played by minstrelsin the bal conies, Mama Freda had
returned to report that Er’ril was mending well. “Dragon’ s blood will make short work of that little
scratch on hfisarm.” After passing the news, the old hedler had left to return to Er'ril’ s bedside with the
assurance that she and Tikal would watch over him.

Asthe party ended, Queen Tratd led Elenafrom the hall. Tratal had hardly spoken more than aword to
her during the long night of celebration, merely picking at her food, nodding to those courtierswho
attempted to engage her in conversation. But once free of the hdl, Tratal had stopped Elena. “1 will hold
you to your word, ElenaMorin’sta. One day, our two houses will be joined.”

“Y ou’ ve waited countless generations,” she had answered. “What ) is one or two more?’

Queen Tratd had just stared with thoseice blue eyes. Elenadid not look away. “I will honor my word.
Therewill come aday when our two houses are joined—of this| am sure—but it

JAMESK] I, EM hn!>must never be by force. Only ahand fredly givenin love will unite the roya
lines*

The queen had then sighed, her mask of ice momentarily melting away. Her voice softened. “Love... For
one so young, it is so easily spoken. But do you even know your own heart, Elena?’ With those cryptic
words, Queen Tratd had drifted away, leaving Elenato her guards. The climb to the tower suite was
long, and at the top, Elenafound no rest.

The queen’ swords had nagged her. She was now married to Er'ril. And she did not know how shefelt
about it. On one hand, she knew it was merely a ceremonid act, and once free of thedV’in, it would
mean nothing. But apart of her did not want it to mean nothing. She remembered the dance atop the
tower, in Er'ril’sarms. She had never felt safer. Y et at the same time, she did not want her hand won
upon the point of ablade, not even by Er'ril. There was too much unspoken between them. Until those
words could be voiced doud, Elenawould never fed married. She did not need roses, rings, and flowing
gowns of slk and pearls—only aquiet moment with Er'ril, amoment when the heavy silence between
them could finaly be broken.

But the thought of such ameeting terrified her to the core of her spirit.

Queen Tratal was right. She was not ready to face the secret hidden in her own heart. Not now, not yet.
The wit’ ch and woman in her were carefully balanced on aknife sedge. It took dl her spirit to define
herself amid the powersraging in her blood. Shelifted her hands to the stars. Even now the power sang
in her blood, achorus of wild energiesthat threatened to overwhelm. Like the city of Stormhaven
imbedded in the heart of the raging storms, so Elena stood in the eye of her own power. Here no one



could protect her, not even Er'ril. Her only wall againgt these wild forces was her own resolve and
determination.

So how could she ever hope to share her heart with anyone? To open hersdf completely? That path she
must not risk—not even for

Er'ril.

Elenalowered her arms and leaned on the bal cony’ s balustrade.

Far below, Stormhaven was a spread of tiny lights: homes, shops, narrow streets. Above, asprinkling of
sars, so quiet, so peaceful, blind to the storm beyond the walls. But from her vantage high in theroyd
spire, shewatched the flares of lightning brighten the churning black clouds, apool of energies beyond

imagination. There was power enough thereto lift citiesinto the skies—or to lay waste to the same. Life
and desth were al ameatter of balance. Elenaknew this only too well.

Totheléft, the sorm’ sthunder grew louder, roaring now with the voice of giants. A sudden wind gusted
forth to nip at the hems of her loose bedcl othes. She shivered in the sudden cold. She wrapped her arms
around her body and stepped back toward the open doorway and her bed beyond. Pausing at the
threshold, she turned back to the dark storm. The hairs at the nape of her neck quivered. Something
was wrong.

From the left, ahuge fireba | burst from the storm’ s belly and arced high into the sky, like ameteor saling
back to the heavens. But it was not returning to the stars. It reached its zenith and began falling back
downward—toward Stor mhaven.

Traling afiery tail, the large flaming boulder crashed down into the city. The muffled crash seemed a
small thing compared to the storm’ s thunder, but the devastation was anything but small. The boulder
punched through the city and st fireto al around it. Elenasaw afour-story building, lit by the flames,
toppleinto the ragged hole.

Digtantly the strike of hundreds of gongs sounded the darm from the city’ swalls. Below, acrossthe dark
expanse, more lamps and lights flickered into existence as the city was shaken awake.

Elenaagain heard the telltale roar. She glanced up in time to see another flaming boulder belched forth
from the ssorm—then another, and another.

From all directions, fiery arcs blazed across the night sky. The door to her suite suddenly burst open
behind her. Wennar and two of the eV’ in guards tumbled inside the room.

“Stormhaven’ s under attack!” Wennar blurted out. “ Come! We must reach the ships!”
Elenafled the bacony. “ The others?’

“They’ re being gathered as we speak. Hurry, mistress.”

“What' s happening?’

Wennar shook his head. “We have no time to wastel” Elena glanced back through the bal cony doors.
More and more flaming trailsroared across the night sky. The strike of gongs be-
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came more gtrident. Distant explosions rumbled, shaking the ensconced wall lamps.



AsElenafollowed the d warf toward the halls beyond, the floor canted under her fest, tilting abruptly.
Caught off balance, Elenatumbled into Wennar’ sarms.

He grabbed her, holding her steady asthe floors continued to list at an ever-steepening angle. Hiseyes
werewidewith fear.

“Stormhaven fdld”

Aboard the Sunchaser, Tol’ chuk woke with the first explosion and was on hisfeet before the echoes
had died down. He tumbled out the door of his cabin. Up and down the lower passageway, other doors
banged open. Faces peered out in confusion.

The dwarf Magnam tugged a shirt over hisbare chest and crossed to Tol’ chuk. “What isgoing on?’

Crouched againgt the low beams, Tol’ chuk shook his head. Distantly alow roaring could be heard.
“Something bewrong.” Confirming this, strident gongs began to clang. Tol’ chuk turned toward the door
leading to the middeck just asit burst open.

A wild-eyed ev'in sailor waved them toward the open deck. *“ Stormhaven is under attack!”

Tol’chuk hurried forward, leading the d warves and eV’ in from their cabins. He clambered out to the
open deck to find the winds had picked up. Free of the passage, his keen nose immediately picked up a
trace of smoke upon the sharp breezes. Turning, he saw the source. A quarter league beyond the docks,
flames danced high into the night air.

Magnam stepped to his side, gawking not a the burning city, but up at the sky. “What’ s bloody
happening?’
Tol’ chuk looked up. A score of fiery trails arced across the night sky. He watched as one flaming

boulder sailed past overhead and struck a steepled building, bounced off, then crashed into a bridge,
Smashing it to splinters as new fires sprouted.
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“Maybe the captain knows what' s going on,” Magnam said, point-} , oward the starboard rail.

lgt

Jerrick, temporary captain of the Sunchaser, sood with along spyglass fixed to one eye. The elder
remained Steady as other flaming |,ggernauts struck the city, punching holes and setting homes and
buildings ablaze. Tol’ chuk followed the line of his spyglasstoward the spires of theroyal paace. With his
keen og' re eyes, he discerned aflicker from the highest tower: amirrored sgnd.

Jerrick lowered his spyglass and turned to those gathered around the deck. His voice boomed for dl to
hear. “ Cast off the mooring lines! Send word to therest of the ships! Freethe skiffsl We' reto evacuate
asmany aswe can from thefired”

ElVv'in sailors scurried to their posts. Ropes were tugged free and lines loosened. Sails tumbled down to
snap in the steady wind. Along the harbor, other ships—both small and large—followed suit. A few
drifted upward from their docks, their red iron kedls glowing with energy.

By theralls, tarps were tugged from the smaler skiffsflanking the Sunchaser . ElV'in sailors scrambled to
haul up the boats' short masts and loosen the skiffs moorings.

After passing final ordersto his crew, Jerrick crossed to Tol’ chuk and the gathered d’ warves. His eyes
were worried, but hiswords were steady. “ The word from the castleisto load you al into the



Sunchaser ‘slead skiff. I'm to take you to the palace to join your companions. The queen suspectsthe
attack is not upon Stormhaven itsdlf, but set againgt the wit' ch.”

“What then?’ Tol’ chuk asked.

Jerrick shook hishead. “1 am to take you to the palace. Those were my orders.” Heled the way to the
ship’sstern. Beyond therall, the largest of the skiffswas being readied. Sails bloomed from the short
mad.

A splintering crash sounded off the port side. Tol’ chuk watched a neighboring thick-bellied supply ship
crack in half. A flaming boulder had struck its hull and arced over thetip of the Sunchaser’t masts. The
heset of its passage burned like a passing sun. The damaged supply ship, its sails aflame, tumbled from the
sky. Inthefiery light, the small figures of sailors could be seen fdling to their deaths.

Grim-faced, Jerrick waved Tol’ chuk and the others onto the skiff.

“Get aboard. We must be under way.” Asthe d'warves clambered along the narrow gangway, the

captain’ seyesturned to his city now aglow with scores of fires. The city itsalf began to tilt, snking into
the storm around it. Distant screams and shouts echoed out to them Tol’ chuk crossed the short way onto
the skiff. Jerrick followed last, hislips bloodless and tight. He waved a sailor from the boat’ stiller and
took the place himsdf. “I can manage on my own,” Jerrick said. “ Attend your duties on the Sunchaser .
I’veleft thefirst matein charge.”

Thedv'in sallor bowed, then scrambled back to the ship.

Oncethelast lineswere loosened and the gangplank pulled in, the small skiff fell away from the
Sunchaser . Itssallsswelled, and it hovein asharp turn toward the burning city, spirding upward

By now, agood quarter of the city was ablaze. Smoke choked the skies. Tol’ chuk watched as aflaming
boulder exploded out from the city’ s center, punching through from below and shooting into the sky.
Splintered wood cascaded upward, catching fire and showering back down upon the homes and
buildings. New blazes blew into existence.

Numb, Tol’ chuk settled to his haunches near the mast. The d warves huddled in smaller groupsin the
cramped boat. Magnam scuttled over to join Tol’ chuk. “ So much for sneaking up on Gul*-gotha
unawares,” he mumbled. “ Someone knowswe' re here.”

Now high enough, the skiff glided over the destruction below. Wafts of stinging smoke struck the smdll
boat like rogue waves. Jerrick guided the craft with skill, shying from the worst flames and watching the
sky for danger from above. Still the heat grew searing, and the smoky fumes watered the eyes and singed
the nose.

Ahead, the spires of the roya palace drew nearer. Severd of the towerslisted like drunken sailors,
threatening to topple a any moment. Tol’ chuk glanced behind him.

Jerrick manned his pogt, his pale face smeared with soot and sweat. He, too, saw the danger, but
maintained his stoicism, his sharp face fixed with determination. The captain’s gaze flickered to the flash
of asgnd firefrom one of thelisting towers. The silver light flickered in code.

In response, Jerrick leaned his shoulder into thetiller, and the skiff swept around toward the threatened
tower. “Y our companions arein there,” Jerrick said camly, nodding forward.

jItivir.



Tol’ ch-uk swalowed. The spire continued toftilt, faling dowly, asif the flow of time had dowed. They
would not makeitintime.

Jerrick tried to aim the skiff on a steady and swift course, but the ,eswreaked havoc on the winds. The
swirl of cold and hot air created pocket tempests. Jerrick was forced to cut back and forth, buffeted by
erant gusts.

Asthe captain fought thetiller, aroar like athousand raging dragons sounded bel ow.
“Grab hold tight!” the captain bellowed.

Tol’ chuk dug hisclawsinto therail as another boulder shot upward from bel ow, passing no morethan a
stone’ sthrow from the starboard side, a monstrous sun shooting past their tiny ship. D’ warves scrambled
away, crying out. The small skiff was pelted from below by splintered debris.

Tol’ chuk turned forward in time to see aflaming section of ademolished housefly up in front of the kiff.
It flipped end over end, throwing off burning shingles. Jerrick angled the skiff up and away and avoided a
collison by lessthan ahandspan.

But they did not passthe flying house unscathed. A handful of flaming shinglesrained over the skiff. The
d warves kicked and swatted the fiery bits off the deck, but one shingle struck the sail, burning through it
and setting the sallcloth aflame.

Tol’ chuk shoved to hisfeet and patted at the flames, scorching the hair from his fingers and arms, but the
fire gpread quickly, esting away their only sail. Other flames spat up around therails. “The hull’son firel”
Jarrick yelled.

AsTal’ chuk and the others fought the flames, the skiff went into a steep tumble down toward the burning
city.

Elenaraced with Wennar down the spiraling stairs that led to the main keep of theev'in paace. The
steps were canted at aunnaturd angle, asif thiswere dl afevered dream—nbut it was not. The air reeked
of smoke. The heat was difling in thetight stairwell. Screams echoed from afar. Through narrow
windows in the tower, they caught passing glimpses of the destruction. Fires burned throughout the city.
Whole sections were just cratered ruins.

“Not much farther!” Wennar wheezed.
Ahead apair of dVv'in guardsled theway. They wereto gather in
L'tMr.

the queen’ s audience chamber on the palace’ slowest level. Elena glanced out awindow and spotted a
few ev'in windships doft over theravaged city. Lampslit their riggings, and ropes trailed down to rescue
those most at risk.

Praying for the citizens of Stormhaven, Elenahurried after Wen-nar. As she ran, she pictured the face of
the dv'in boy who had stolen akissfrom her cheek, hiseyesfull of life, full of joy. But now look what
she had brought to his home: fire and death. Such wasthe fate of al who met her. And though the flames
herewere not lit-by her own hand, they might aswell have been. She was ultimately to blamefor the
destruction here. The dark forces of the Gul’ gotha must have sensed her presence here.

“Thank the Sweet Mother,” Wennar grumbled. Elena glanced ahead. The sairwell’ send camein sight.
Asagroup, they rushed out of the danted tower and into the main keep. “Thisway!” one of theeVv’'in



caled.

In the main keep, the floors were il tilted, but it was now al downhill. They raced down the passage.
Other ev’in crowded these lower halls, many ill intheir bedclotheslike Elena, seeking refugein the
lower levels of the towers. Panic and fear were bright in their eyes. But that was not al. Elena caught the
narrow-eyed glares and whispered curses as she was led past by the guards. One thin man spat at her
feet. “Begone, witch!” Wennar ebowed him aside and pushed Elena ahead. “Don’t mind him, mistress.”
Elenabit her lip.

But otherstook up the man’s chant. “ Begone, wit’chl” The noisedrew other v’ ininto the hdl from
neighboring passages. The guards were forced to bare their swords against the growing crowd. Their
progress dowed. Behind them, the crowds now surged, pressing them from the rear.

“She' smurdered usdl!” awoman shrilled.

To theleft, adagger appeared in someone s hand. All Elenasaw was aflash of silver. But Wennar was
there, catching the attacker’ swrist and breaking the thin bones with aloud crack. The man fell to his
kneesin pain, but Wennar kicked him asde after relieving him of hiswespon.

Now armed, Wennar sheltered Elenain front of him, keeping her close to the backs of the guards. The
double doorsto the queen’ s private audience chamber lay ahead, but the way was packed with a
swdling mob. They could not move forward. “Kill the wit’ chl”

Wennar grunted as a piece of broken chair leg was thrown at his head, clouting him on hisear. Hisfeet
stumbled, but he kept his place. “We need to get clear of this passage.”

Elenaglanced to her ruby hands, ripe with power. Could she day these panicked folk? Kill them so she
might live? She clenched her fists. Sveet Mother, do not ma/{e me do this.

Then the doors to the audience chamber crashed open. All eyes siwung around. Queen Tratal towered in
the threshold. Though her form was clothed in along shift and her hair fell looseto the small of her back,
there was no mistaking that royalty stood before them. Her skin was as pale as fresh snow; her eyes
blazed with ice-fire. All dong her bare arms, blue cascades of energy shimmered. Even her hair wasalive
with power.

When she spoke, her voice rumbled with the threat of thunder. “What isthe meaning of this?’

A man answered from down the hall, brave in his anonymity. “Thewit’ ch has brought this destruction
upon usal! We must be avenged!” Murmurs of assent wafted through the crowd.

A dagger appeared in Queen Tratd’ s hand. She held it out toward the crowd. “ Then kill me” she said,
her words crackling down the hall. “It is| who brought Elenahere againgt her will. If anyoneisto blame
for thisnight, it isyour own queen. It ismy pride that has brought ruin down upon usal.”

Elenawas close enough to seethetearsin Tratd’ s eyes. The dagger trembled in the queen’ sfingers—not
from fear, but agony and sorrow.

“Takethisknife and plungeit into my own breast!” The hdl grew deathly slent. “No!” those nearest
answered. The sorrow of their queen quickly spread outward. Peoplefell to their knees, into each
other’ sarms, sobbing. Likeice floesin spring, the crowd began to break up around them, faling away.

Tratd lowered the blade with alook of regret, dmost asif she wished someone had taken up her
chalenge. Her eyesmet Elena' s, and thefire died in them. “Come,” she said. “We ve not much time.”



Elena pushed past the guards and stepped around those weeping on the danted floor. Once a the
queen’ ssde, Elenatouched Tratd’ sbare arm, aslent gesture of sympathy.

Queen Tratd placed her hand gently atop Elena's. “I’m sorry.”

“Isthere nothing | can do to help save your city?’ Trata shook her head. “We |l take flight on our ships,
save as many aswe can.” The queen led Elenainto her audience chamber. The room was deep and long.
Itswalls were draped in tapestries, and athrone of polished mahogany stood at one end. While normaly
serving asahdl for the queen to settle disputes and oversee her city, now it was aralying point for the
roya household. ElV’in of al ages and dress scurried about the room, preparing to evacuate the palace.

Elena gtared at the organized confusion, frowning a arow of ev’in elders bent over strange devices
aong thefar wall. “What of my friends?’ she asked.

Tratal nodded across the chamber. Elenafinaly noticed Mama Freda bandaging up Er'ril’sarm. The
plainsman sat atop a crate of their gear. Even from across the room, Elena recognized the Blood Diary in
hislap; he guarded it even now.

Tratd led her toward them. “I’ ve al'so sent for your companions on the Sunchaser . They should arrive at
any moment with one of the smdler skiffs. In the confusion, you should be ableto dip away asthecity is
pursued.”

Er'ril spotted Elenaand stood, trailing alength of ripped linen from hisleft arm. “Elena, areyou dl right?’
“I'mfine” she answered, waving him back down. “Let Mama Fredafinish her work.”

The old hedler yanked on her length of bandage. “He' sbeen pulling a these reins since the first fireball,
wanting to galop to your side.”

Er'ril opened his mouth to protest, but Elena silenced him with an upraised hand. She directed her next
question back to Queen Tratd. “ Thesefirebdls... do you know where they came from? Or who
attacks?’

Queen Trata nodded to the four eVv'in eders and their bronze devices. “ Come. WE ve not much time.
But you should this see yourself.” Elenaand Wennar were led quickly across the room to the four
gtationsjust behind the throne. The men sat upon high stool's before wooden columns sprouting bronze
contraptions. They had their faces pressed to ova cutoutsin the columns while their fingers manipul ated
bronze mechanisms.

Asthe queen approached with Elena, one of the v’ in straightened, pulling his face away from his station.
“My queen,” he said with abob of hishead. “I’ m afraid we' ve discovered no safe path for the city.”

Queen Trata placed ahand on his shoulder. “ Thank you, Ger-mayn. Y ou and the other farseers should
attend to your own families. But first, could you show Elenawhat you' ve seen?’

He bobbed his head again. “ Certainly, my queen.” He hopped off his seat and patted the stool. “ Sit,
child.”

Elena, her brow wrinkled with curiosity, climbed the seat. Wennar was offered another station. Once
settled, the old eV’ in coaxed the two to peer into the cutout in the column. The ova shape was a perfect
fit for her face, the wooden edges worn smooth from ages of use. Within the column, Elenafound only
darkness, but sensed the column was hollow.

“Let me open afarseer channd,” the elder said.



Elenaheard the v'in swivel the bronze controls. Queen Trata spoke as he worked. “We ve crystal
eyes set on the city’ s underside to pierce the bely of the storm. Ancient architects of the city devised a .
complex of mirrors and prismsto alow usto spy upon theworld below us.”

“Therewe go,” the eder mumbled. An echoing click sounded.

Theinterior of the dark column lit up, drawing a shocked gasp from Elena. A fiery view of ablasted
landscape was reflected in amirror tilted in front of her face. Elenaingtantly knew a what she was
daring.

Wennar named it doud, hisvoice strained. “Gul’ gotha.” Below Stormhaven, amountainousterrain
spread in dl directions. Even in the predawn darkness, the landscape was easy to discern. Sprinkled
amidst the dark peaks glowed hundreds of volcanic cones. Crimson magma churned in their craters,
some brighter than the midday sun. It was aninferna land of smoke, fire, and ash.

As shewatched, one of the cones exploded forth with afountain oflava. From the volcano’ sfiery throat,
alarge, flaming boulder coughed skyward. It was no random event. With her face pressed to the
farseeing device, Elenasaw other peaks cast out firebdls, al aming in fiery arcstoward the city.

Elena pulled away, shocked, the blood draining from her face. “ The Land itsdlf is attacking the city.”

“Soit would seem,” the queen said. * Scout ships and my farseers had deemed the vol canos dormant.
But once the city passed over it, the peaks began to erupt. Whether afoul hand directs the assault or
whether it is some unnatura defense triggered by our presence, no oneisableto say. All we know with
certainty isthat we ve flown into thistrap with no safe passage to escapeit. Our only hopeisfor
evacuation aboard our smdler, swifter ships”

Elenaand Wennar climbed down from their stools. “ Are there enough ships?’ she asked.

Queen Trata turned away, her pained expression answer enough. Acrossthe hall, near one of the
narrow windows, an eVv'in sentry with a pyglass caled out to the queen, drawing al their attentions.
“I've spotted Jarrick’ s skiff!” The young sentry turned, and Elenaredlized it was Prince Typhon, his nose
bandaged. “But it' staken flame! 1t burng!”

Queen Tratd glanced down to Elenawith concern.
“What isit?’ Elenaasked.

“It'syour friends' boat,” the queen said in arush, hurrying toward Typhon. Sheyelled to her guards as
she strode hisway. “ Open the Storm Gate!”

Elv’in scurried to obey, exposing long chains hidden behind narrow tapestries at the back corners of the
room. Asthe chains were worked, old gears groaned overhead. The entire wall behind the throne began
to rise, opening an expansive view across the city of Stormhaven.

Asthe monstrous gate winched open, smoke billowed into the hal. By now half of the city was aflame.

Standing by the throne with the queen, Elena coughed and blinked againgt the fumes. Below, shipsof all
Szes drifted above the carnage. Rope ladders dangled down from the open hulls, crowded with fleeing

townsfolk.

Elenaglanced to Tratal. It was more than stinging smoke that drew tears from the queen’ seyes. “What
have | done?’ Tratal moaned.

Prince Typhon stepped to their Side. “There!” he said, pointing out into the maegl strom of smoke and fire.



Off to theleft, atiny boat swept in asteep dive toward the palace. Its ked trailed smoke and flames. Its
mast was atorch in the darkness. “They’ll burn to cinders before they can reach here.”

“No,” Queen Tratd said firmly. “1 may not be able to save my city, but | can rescue thisone ship.” She
lifted her arms, eyesclosing.

The young prince stepped away, drawing Elenawith him. He stared back upon the queen with amix of
awe, love, and concern. “The queen weskens rapidly. All this horrible night, she hasfought to bolster
sections of the city, to keep the broken sections doft long enough for shipsto rescue as many as
possible. But even herein the heart of the storm, her power isnot limitless.”

“Isthere anything | can do to help?’ Elena asked.
He shook hishead. “ Sheis mistress of the sorm. Thisis her domain.”

Er'ril, hisarm bandaged from wrist to elbow, joined them. Mama Freda shadowed the plainsman with
Tikal on her shoulder.

“I smdl lightning inthe air,” Mama Fredawhispered.
“It starts,” Typhon said.

Elenaglanced to him. “Wha?’

“The queen seeks the storm’ s heart.”

Near the Storm Gate, Queen Tratd’s arms crackled anew with blue energies. She gave a strangled gasp,
and her hair blew into animbus around her. Rivulets of sweet trailed down her face as her kin grew
trand ucent—but beneath her glassy skin was not bone. Instead, storm clouds churned amid flashes of
lightning. She was becoming the sorm itsdlf.

Asthe queen stood, her limbs started to tremble. Prince Typhon rushed to her side, catching her as her
legs gave out, holding her up. Suddenly Tratal’ s neck arched backward, and a scream ripped from her
throat.

Singed and blistered, Tol’ chuk continued to bat & the flames as the conflagration ate the last of the skiff’s
sails. It was hopeless. Flames raced dong therails. The deck burned underfoot. Tol’ chuk bellowed his
frugtration.

Then, asif the skies themsalves had heard his protests, an answering cry pierced the sorm’ sthunder.
Tol’ chuk searched the skies. Far off to port, astream of clouds broke over the city wall and raced
toward their ship. Tendrils broke from its foremost edge, spreading outward. Tol’ chuk’ s eyes grew wide.
Lit by thefires below, therace of clouds|ooked like agiant’sarm reaching out toward them, fingers
Spreading above.

The d' warves aboard the skiff stopped their attempts to stanch the many fires. “What new horror is
this?” Magnam asked.

With a scream of winds, a gpat of lightning danced among the giant’ sfingers. Thunder blasted, throwing
them all to the deck.

Only Jerrick maintained his position, standing &t histiller, eyesfilling with tears, face exposed to the
winds. “My queen...”



Overhead, the clouds split open, and a downpour flooded over the burning ship, drenching, pelting,
swirling. Near Tol’ chuk, the burning mast hissed angrily asit was doused by rain. Tol’ chuk rolled to his
feet. Than't the Sweet Mother! “Look!” Magnam said, pointing toward the city wall. Tol’ chuk turned
from the mast. Out beyond the towering wall, the ssorm clouds swirled, afire with lightning. At firdt,

Tol’ chuk failed to see what had caught the small d' warf’ s attention, but as his vision broadened, he began
to discern aform hidden among the clouds.

No... not hidden in the clouds, but made of the storm itsalf.

He saw awoman crouching in the sorm, with lightning for eyes, her arm reaching out over them,
drenching their boat with life-saving rain.

From this distance, Tol’ chuk recognized the pain and sorrow in her face. Even the thunder seemed to
moan with the grief in her heart.

“Who isthat?’ Magnam asked.
Jerrick answered softly, sobbing, as hefel to hiskneesby thetiller. “My queen...”

Er'ril watched Tratd fdl limp in Prince Typhon’sarms. He hurried forward with Elenaat hissde. “Let
me help you,” Er'ril said, bending down. He handed the Blood Diary to Elena, who clutched the book to
her chest, her gaze fixed on the queen. “Let’ s get Her Highness away from this open gate.”

Typhon nodded gratefully, his eyes wide with concern. Between the two of them, they were ableto carry
Queen Tratd to her throne, gut Er'ril could have carried her on hisown, even with hisinjured arm. Her
body was as light as spun cotton.

Once the queen was settled in her cushioned chair, Mama Fredajoined them and ran her hands over
Tratd’ s body. “ She's cold asthe grave.”

Typhon glanced between the queen’ s prone form and back to the open gate. Smoke continued to billow
into the hall. Overhead, afirebal sailed past the top of the palace spires, smashing the highest levelsto
burning splinters, showering flaming debris across the gateway. The prince took a step toward the
opening, but his gaze shifted back to the queen. Hisfists clenched in frusiration. “I should help oversee
the landing of Jerrick’ s kiff, but...”

“Go! I’ ve enough help here. See to the boat!”
He nodded, relieved to have the decision taken from him, and raced to join the other elv'in at the gate.
“I should go help him,” Wennar said. “Itismy d warves who are aboard the boat.”

Elena nodded, giving him permission. Once he stepped away, she moved near the queen and Mama
Freda. “What can | do to help?’

The hedler fingered Tratal’ sthroat. “ The begt of her heart isfaint.
Sheisfading.”
Elenahed up one of her ruby hands. “What if | lent her some of iny magick?’

Er’ril stepped closer to protest, but one look from Elenakept him quiet. Though he may now be her
husband by v’in law, she warned him that thiswas not amatter up for discussion. Er'ril bit hislip. Elena
had lent her magick to othersin the past to help bolster their spirits—once with her Uncle Bol asthe old



man' s heart had failed, and once even with Er’ril when he had been poisoned by agoblin’sdagger. But it
was not without risk to Elena hersdlf.

Mama Freda patted Elena s hand. “1 don’t believe your magick will help here, child. It isnot her body
that isfading, so much as her spirit. It is not sickness that casts the queen out, but her own will.”

“But if | strengthen her body... 7’
Mama Freda shrugged. “1 am no wit’ ch. | cannot say.”
Er'ril sghed and spoke. “If the queen is doomed, what harm could it do to try?’

Elenaglanced to Er'ril with surprise. He maintained afixed stare at Mama Freda. Though he might not
like Elena s choiceto risk hersdlf for aqueen who had betrayed them, he was il her liegeman. * He
would offer whatever advice and counsd that he possessed.

The old hedler shrugged again. “As| said, | am no wit'ch.”
Er'ril reached to hisbelt and pulled free arose-handled dagger.
“My wit' ch’sblade!”

Er'ril held out the dagger to Elena. “ The queen had them return al our gear taken from the Sunchaser
He nodded to the stacked crates.

Elena passed the Diary to him in exchange for the dagger, but Er'ril kept hisgrip on the knife. He stared
hard into Elena seyes. “Be careful,” he warned under his breeth.

She nodded grimly at him as he relinquished the blade. Next, Elenaknelt beside the throne. She took
Queen Tratd’ s hand and bloodied afinger with thetip of the dagger. A drop of blood welled up on the
queen’ s skin. Elenaglanced nervoudy to Er'ril.

Hetouched her shoulder, gtriving to indtill his own strength into her.

Taking adeep breath, Elena pierced one of her own ruby fingers. Againgt the dark crimson gain, it was
hard to say if blood had been drawn, but Er'ril saw Elena stiffen dightly—not with pain, but with the
release of her pent magick. Her eyes closed narrowly, lips parting. A breath escaped her throat.

She leaned closer to the queen, but before she could mix their blood, aloud crash echoed through the
hall. The floorboards jarred. Elenagrabbed the throne to keep from tumbling.

Behind the throne, Er'ril saw the cause of the interruption. A large boat had dammed broadside into the
edge of the Storm Gate. Elv’'in scurried at the opening, tossing ropes, shouting orders. Smoke and steam
billowed from the beaten craft, but Er'ril spotted thelarge bulk of Tol’ chuk near the stern.

Prince Typhon called out to them, hauling on arope asthe winds tore at the rocking boat. “ The skiff is
docked! We must load up your gear!”

Er'ril spotted Wennar dready hurrying toward the crates. The d' warf could not handle the stack by
himsalf. He stepped in the d warf’ sdirection, but stopped, hesitating.

“Go!” Elenasaid. “Get everything aboard. | will attempt this, then we must be off.”

“Wedon't have much time”



“Then don't argue. Go!”

Er'ril paused amoment, locking eyes with Elena. She met his gaze. Her stony demeanor softened as she
understood his congternation. “Go,” she said softly but firmly. “I’ll befine.”

Er'ril turned away. He had won her hand in marriage, but Elenawas forever her own woman—and if
truth be told, he would wish it no other way.

Tucking the Blood Diary insgde his shirt, he hurried to join the others by the boat.

Alone now with Queen Tratad and Mama Freda, Elena returned to her duty. She lifted the queen’shand
and positioned their two bloody fingers near one another. The dagger’ sdices il bled freshly from both
wounds.

Mama Fredahovered at her shoulder. “ Careful, child.” Elenabarely heard the healer’ swords, turning her
ear ingtead to the song of her own magick. After practicing her arts, Elena understood the flows of her
own power, but in this matter, sending apart of her magick into another, control was critical. Too much
energy and she could burn Queen Tratal into asmoking cinder.

Taking asteadying breath, Elenalowered her finger to the queen’s.

Ingtantly Elena s mind snagpped away, flowing down the blood link into the queen’s prone form. Elena
had done this before—with

Uncle Bal, with Fint, with Er’ ril—but nothing had prepared her for what she discovered ingde Queen
Tratd.

Storm windstore at Elena’ s mind, threatening to tear her away from her own body. Elenastruggled to
hold her place, drawing more of her own energy to define hersdlf in the maglstrom. Around her, dark
clouds swirled; lightning flashed in silver stregks of fire. In that moment, Elenaredized shewas not insde
Tratal—at least not in her body of flesh and blood.

Instead, she had entered the storm beyond the city. The queen and the storm had become one—and
Elenahad joined them. * She wrapped her magick around hersaf like a cloak, struggling to hold hersdalf
in place. She could not stay long. It was hard even now to discern the tenuous connection back to her
body in the throne room. It was a mere thread in the whirlwind.

As shefloated, anchoring hersdlf in the storm, she sensed even fainter threads spreading in an infinite web
around her, gtretching out in al directions. The overdl effect was one of interconnectivity. She knew what
she was sensing out herein the middle of the storm. It was life—every living thing connected together in
an endless web of energy and power. Elenalonged to follow it outward. It called to her from countless
throats. But even she did not have that much power. She would be logt in that infinite maze, amote in the
vastness of life.

So instead she concentrated on the one single thread near her— that which connected the storm to the
gueen’ s bodly.

Asshedid so, Elenafdt eyesturning in her direction, afamiliar icy sare. Queen Tratal . She must have
sensed Elend s presence. Words formed in the howl of winds around her. “Go, child. Thisismy bettle.”

Elenarecognized the figure of awoman, formed of clouds and energy, swirling around her. “You're
dying,” sheydled into the howling winds.

“So beit. Degth isnot an end, and by using my spirit to fud the storm, giving mysdf fully toit, | can save



more of my people.”

Imagesformed in Elena smind. A woman of clouds wrapped around the ravaged city, holding it to her
breast, speeding it faster over the vol canic peaks, making the city aharder target. Elenaunderstood.
Queen Tratd intended to give her own life so more of her people might escape.

“I can help,” Elenaargued. “ Y ou do not have to spend al your life' senergy. Use my magick!”

A tired smileformed in the clouds. “Y ou are truly King Belarion’ s child.” Thethin thread back to the
queen’ s body and the throne room blazed brighter. “But the path hereistoo fragile. Enough energy to
make any difference would burn away this conduit, trapping you forever in this scorm with me. | will not
dlow you torisk yoursdf.”

Elena sensed the truth of her words. Even the bits of energy she used to define hersdlf here threatened the
wesk connection. “ But what of you?’

“Away, child. Thisismy bettle”

Winds buffeted Elena, shoving her back aong the thread. For amoment, she fought, refusing to give up.
But the energy to resist frazzled the connection, thinning it to the faintest strand. Redlizing the futility of her
actions, she yielded to the storm, surrendering hersdlf to the winds.

Elenafdt hersdf passthrough Queen Tratd’ sbody. As she did s0, she sensed the thin thread connecting
the queen here to the storm snap away. Elenaheard the last beat of Tratad’ s heart as she fdll back into

her own body.
Elena sagged, dumping backward, suddenly weak. Mama Freda caught her. “Y ou're safe, child... safe.”

“Thequeen... 7’ sheasked fantly. “Gone.”

Elena grabbed the throne’sarm to pull hersdf up. In the seat, she found Queen Trata’ s shift crumpled on
the cushions—but nothing more. Her body had vanished.

Typhon suddenly stumbled up to the other side of the throne, falling to his knees. He stared at the empty
Sedt, tears running down his cheeks. He moaned. “ She' sgiven hersdlf fully to the ssorm.”

Elenanodded. “ She meansto use her energy to speed the city over the lands of Gul’ gotha, to buy more
timefor her people to escape.”

Wennar gppeared behind Typhon. “Then we must hurry. We ve dready flown past the home mines of
my people.” Mama Freda helped Elenato her feet.

“All the gear has been stowed,” the d' warf captain added, stepping away. “We must be gone.”

Typhon stood, wiping tearsfrom hiseyes. “1 will captain the skiff mysdlf. | know the queen’swill inthis
matter—to get you safely to your destination.”

From behind the prince, atdl ev'in man strode forward and rested a hand on the prince' s shoul der.
Er’ril waswith him. Elenarecognized the stern newcomer from the Sunchaser . 1t was Captain Jerrick.
His face was smeared with soot, hishair and clothes soaked with rain. “No. I'll not dlow it, Prince
Typhon. Your placeishere”

“But the queen’scommand...”

“Thaqueenisno longer. And with her sons goneto the far corners of the world, you arethe next inline



to thethrone. Y ou must serve as regent until such atime as one of them returns.”

Prince Typhon’ seyes grew huge with horror.

Jerrick gripped his shoulder tighter. “Y ou must lead our people from Stormhaven.”

“I... I can’t...”

“Youwill.”

Elenaunderstood his pain and shock—the sudden thrust of power, the burden of respongibility.

“Takeyour Lady Méela,” Jerrick continued, “and lead as many away asyou can. They are seeds cast to
thewind. Y ou mugt find them al asafe placeto land.”

“But what of Elenaand her companions?’
“I will take them mysdlf. That ismy duty as ship’s captain. Y our duty ishere.”

Elena saw the young prince bow under the heavy mantle of leadership. For amoment, she thought he
would break, but dowly he stood straighten Pain and sorrow shadowed his eyes, but he nodded. “Take
them to the skiff. | will seeto our people.”

Captain Jerrick nodded once, then lifted an arm to direct them to the ship. “We must hurry,” he said.
Er'ril stepped beside Elena, putting a protective arm around her shoulders. “Areyou al right?’

Sheleaned into him. “I'mfine.” She glanced behind her to see Prince Typhon standing stiffly besdethe
empty mahogany throne. He' Il make a better leader than I, she thought, and wished him strength for
the hardships ahead.

At the gate, the winds had grown harsher. The small skiff bounced and rattled against its moorings. Elena
saw that aburned holein the sail had been hastily patched with a bit of tapestry ripped from the throne
room’swalls. A sailor with along needle was repairing the last rent astheir group reached the gangplank.

Captain Jarrick ydled into the sorm’ swinds. “Clear off! Be ready to loose the moorings on my
commeand!”

Elv'in scurried to obey, legping from the rail or swinging on mooring ropes. Soon the deck was clear of
all but Elena s party. The wit’ eh crossed to join Tol’ chuk, nodding to the gathered d’ warves, who
looked like a gaggle of drowned geese in their drenched clothes. Elenamoved to a spot near the stacked
crates, seeking shdlter againg thewind. Shewas il dressed only in her nightclothes, but Er'ril joined her
with afur-lined cloak under each arm.
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“This should could keep you warm until we can get to your eked clothes.”

Teeth chattering, Elena accepted the cloak and wrapped its thickness around her. Warm gear was
passed to the others. Soon they were all huddled under cloaks and blankets.

Captain Jerrick took his place near the skiff’ stiller. “Ready to cast off!” heydled to the dv'in manning
the gate.



Knots were tugged | oose, and the skiff lurched forward. Elena bumped into a neighboring crate.

“Keep low!” Jerrick ordered, hiswords directed at the skiff thistime. The mast’s boom swept by
overhead, and the craft turned smartly in thewind. “It’ sgoing to get rough from herel”

Elenasghed. Doesn't it always... ?

The skiff circled out from the paace. By now, four of the building’ stwenty spires had falen away, and
another three burned, casting flames high into the air. Below, the city fared worse. Fully three-quarters of
it waslost to the fires or destroyed by therain of firebals. But for the moment, there seemed arespite
from the attacks. The night sky was empty of flaming juggernauts. It seemed Tratd’ s efforts had not been
invain. Thedv'in queen must have succeeded in accelerating the city’ s flight—but for how long?

Overhead, other dVv’in ships, crowded with peering faces, trundled past, many heading toward the walls
of theravaged city. A handful of others patrolled the lower city, searching out those dtill living, offering
onelad lifdine.

“What of those till in the paace?’ Elenaasked, glancing back to

Jerrick.

“Stormhaven takes care of itsown,” he answered crypticaly.

Elenaturned to stare back at the retreating castle as the skiff drifted downward.
“Whereareyou heading?’ Er'ril asked.

Jerrick pointed to the deck. “ Straight down through the heart of the storm.”
“Isthat safe?” Er'ril said.

Jerrick wiped soot from hiseyes. “Is anywhere safe?” he mumbled. But after Er'ril’ sexpresson
darkened further, he added, “I'll get usthrough. Don’t you worry. I’ ve plied the sormssince | wasa

boy.
Elenawatched the ev'in citadd fade behind them, then gasped asvv | | CH lIATE
al theremaining towersfdl away like toppling sticks. “Oh, no! Prince Typhon... the others...”

But she need not have worried. A wondrous sight appeared. Trie walls of the central keep shed away,
reveding the hidden heart of the castle. A gigantic ship rose from the wreckage of the palace, lifting atop
aniron ked that glowed with thelight of arisng sun. Slowly sails unfurled and caught the tempest’s
winds, billowing out. The ship hove gracefully away, leading the myriad scores of other ships, both large
and smdll, away from the burning city.

Then the sight vanished as the skiff swept into the storm’ sedge. “Hold tight!” Jerrick called out.

The bow end of the craft dipped steeply as the captain dove the skiff into the storm’ s depths under the
city. Instantly windstore at the craft. The sails whipped and snapped. Rains duiced across the deck,
soaking them to the bone. But Jarrick seemed little fazed by the bucking skiff. He manipulated histiller,
and energy danced along his hands as he touched his own magick.

Asthey fled through the clouds, lightning chased them. Thunder roared and pummeled the skiff. But the
captain rode the storm’ slines: coursing swiftly dong downdrafts, banking steeply through eddies and
rapids.



Elenahdd white-knuckled to therail, while Er’ril did his best to shelter her. Overhead, the sail’ s patch
began to tatter, its rent edge snapping in the winds. Jerrick’ slips drew tighter, bloodlesdly thin, but he
continued to work histiller.

Elenaturned forward just as the skiff suddenly bucked, coming close to spilling end over end. Er'ril
clutched hard to her as her kneeslifted from the planks. Then the skiff dammed back to an even kedl.
Sheand Er'ril fell with ahard bump back to the deck.

“We rethrough,” Jarrick said smply, asif they had been merely gliding dong acam stream.

Elena pushed up and wasimmediately struck by the hegt. After the endless chill, the air was ftifling,
reeking of sulfur and molten rock. She stared past the rail and saw the spread of dark peaks under them,
aglow with theinferna light of volcanic cones. It was asight to burn away her resolve. How could they
hope to survive down there?

“A loathsome place indeed,” Mama Freda mumbled.

“It wasn't dwaysthisway,” Wennar said. “The land grew sick vvith volcanoes and quakes only after the
Nameless One corrupted our people. It was once agreen and hale place.”

Searching below, Elena could never imagine that to be true. She turned her face away.

Overhead, swirling dark clouds swept past. Distantly, Elenasaw bits of the hidden city fal through the
storm’s belly to litter the landscape below. Off to the side, a section of a building tumbled from the
clouds, hit the pesk of amountain, and disintegrated into an explosion of broken planks. Elena stretched
her neck and searched for escaping ships. There was no sign.

“Stormhaven dows,” Jerrick said, noticing the direction of Elena s stare.

Elenaredized he was correct. At the edges, the ssorm was fraying. Clouds drifted away. The queen’s
energy must be fading.

“Gul’ gothawill again sense Stormhaven’ s passage,” Jerrick said dourly. Punctuating his statement, a
volcanic peak exploded aleague away, belching out another fireball. The flaming shot of magmaarced
brilliantly, disgppearing into the sorm front with an immense hiss. “ The attack renews,” Er'ril said.

The captain’ s face became lined with worry as he returned his attention to the skiff. “ My peopl€ s ships
and boatswill not have enough time to escape safely.”

Asthe skiff spuninadow spira toward the cursed landscape, Elena stood and tossed off her wet cloak.
“I'll not let that happen.” She dipped free her wit' ch' sdagger. *’ Elena...” Er'ril warned.

“If it’ senergy the storm needs, thenit’senergy I'll giveit.” She diced the meat of both thumbs, releasing
coldfirefrom her |eft hand and wit’ chfire from her right. Insde the swirling clouds, Tratal had warned her
that passing magick into the queen’ s body would only burn away the tenuous tie between the woman and
the storm, but Elena saw no such risk now. Tratal was gone from thisworld.

Elenastudied the swirl of clouds. She did not know how much of Trata still rode the sorm, but there
was one energy that the storm should be able to feed upon.

Lifting her right hand, Elenaformed afist and caled for the power of the sun—touching its heat and fire.
Energy built to afeverish blaze ingde her clenched pam. Her hand grew to abright ruby blaze. Elena
next raised her left fist and summoned the magick of moonlight—cold and ice. Her fist grew to match the
other; the only difference was adight azure hue to the ruby glow.



Power sang in her blood and heart, rgjoicing, crying for release. Elenawas well-used to the song of the
wit’ ch and ignored the chorus of chaos and wild magicks. Instead she brought her two fists together,
knucklesto knuckles. The trapped energy shook her very frame. Findly, when she could hold it no
longer, she shoved her armstoward the sky, unfolding her fingerslike an opening rose. A rage of energy
blew skyward, amix of wit’ chfire and coldfire, the two becoming onein ablaze oistornmfire.

Magick shrieked skyward, atumble of ice and fire. Elena gasped, her back arching as energy spasmed
out of her. Her stream of stormfire struck the storm and disgppeared into it. Lightning radiated from the
point of impact, like spokes on awhed. But as she fed more and more of her power into the dark
clouds, thelightning forked and forked again, becoming a blazing net of energy spreading through the
entire bank of clouds.

“Elena” Er'ril screamed into her ear, but she hardly heard him. Magick sang through her blood. “Elenal
Look to the left!”

Hiswords sank through the chorus of her power. Her gaze dowly turned, and she saw afirebal arcing
directly a them. From the corner of her eye, she watched Jerrick fight histiller. The captain must have
been so fixed on her display that he had failed to notice the threat until it wastoo late. The boat could not
move out of the path of theflaming boulder intime.

Though Elenashould have fdt terror, magick wastoo ripein her. Sherang with invincibility. Svinging her
arms down from the skies, she separated her hands and flung a spray of pure coldfire at the magmaball,
suffing itsflames and freezing it solid. With hardly athought, she followed next with a blinding lance of
wit’ chfire, striking the boulder when it was |less than a dozen spans from the boat. The frozen ball of
magma exploded with itstouch, shattering into dust that plumed harmlessy over the kiff, coating them
dl.

Once done, Elena sagged to her knees, her magick spent. Er'ril was there, tossing her cloak back over
her shoulders and hugging her tight.
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“Get usdown into the valleys” Er'ril yelled. “We can't risk being shot & again.”
Jarrick dove the skiff at a steep angle.

Elenasank into her knight’sarms. Her bonesfdt like butter.

Er'ril squeezed and rubbed her arms. “ The wards here must be attuned to magick, whether from the
elementd energies or your own power.” ,

“I wasfoolish,” she mumbled. “I should have thought before acting.”

“Y ou werefollowing your heart,” Er’ril whispered.

Tal’ chuk pointed behind the stern. “The woman in the clouds. She returns!”
Elenaglanced skyward, staying in Er'ril’sarms.

Above and behind them, the ssorm churned and roiled with lightning. But there was no mistaking the
gigantic figureformed of clouds and framed by lightning.

“Queen Tratd ...” Jerrick said, hisvoice cracking.



Thedv'in woman floated dong the tempest’ sbelly.

Asthey watched, the storm grew thicker, its edges more substantia. The wide bank of cloudsrolled
more swiftly away from them, propelled upon unseen winds.

Thefigurein the clouds stared back down, a sad smile on her lips. Words swept toward them upon a
gust of wind. “You ve saved us.” The words echoed and faded away. “ Saved us al.”

“Queen Trata,” Elenamurmured.

“Godspeed, ElenaMorin' gtal.” The woman dissolved back into the storm—but one final message
whispered back to her: words only meant for Elena. “ Remember your promise.”

Elenagtared asthe storm streamed toward the dark horizon. “I will,” she said firmly. And in her heart,
she knew she spoke truly. In some distant time, some other place, the v’in houses would be reunited

agan.
But not here, not now. That was another’ s story, not hers. Elenaleaned to therall and stared below.

The skiff glided toward the blasted landscape of Gul’ gotha: amaze of craggy red mountains,
deep-clefted valleys, stunted trees, and blighted streams that glowed asickly green. Thiswas her future.

BROKEN CROWNS

Mycelle kept awary watch on the dark forest around them, her breath billowing white before her.
Nearby, Krai built afire of deadfall wood to prepare their midday med. Even thelarge mountain man's
fingers shivered as he struck stedl on flint. The days since leaving Castle Mryl and the Northwall had
grown more frigid with every step. The skies, what could be seen of them, were now ablank date of
gray, and last night, agentle snow had sifted through the monstrous twisted branches. In the morning, the
entire wood was dusted in white.

Mycelle stared around her. Normally a snow-cloaked forest held a certain calm beauty. But herein the
Dire Fell, the sight was disheartening, like afrosted corpse, contorted by theice.

The only warmth came from their own camp. Nee' lahn sat on aknobbed root of atree and played her
lute softly. The gtrings thrummed with hummingbirds and green leaves, ringing of soft-petaed flowersand
long summer nights. It was no surprise that the Grim wraiths held back. It wasthe song of their True
Glen, of thelost Lok’ a’ hera. How it must pain them to be reminded of their past, here among the twisted
boles and tortured branches of their ancient trees. Even Mycdlefet atwinge of theloss as she listened to

the nypha’ s gentle playing.

Meric stepped up to Mycelle. He rubbed his hands together, blowing on his bare fingers for warmth, but
his eyeswere on the sky. “It’ll snow again tonight.”

She nodded. ThedVv'in lord had a keen weather sense.

“We cannot keep going likethis,” he continued, moving nearer and lowering hisvoice. “If and when we
passthis sick forest, the cold and winds will only grow worse, We need to find warmer gear for the road
ahead.”

“I know. | saw Mogweed eyeing Fardale earlier. He had alook in his eye like he wanted to skin his
brother for hiswarm pelt.” Mycelle frowned. They each had thick cloaks and.lesther boots to keep the
worgt of the chill away, but they would need furs and warmer bedrollsto reach Tor Amon and the
Citadel of the Mountain Folk.



“If only the Slormwing could have crossed theWall,” Meric mumbled.

Mycelle sghed. It was a constant wish by them al. But shortly after escaping Castle Mryl, they had
contacted Meric’ s ship through the use of Lord Tyrus slver coin. Xin had reported that not only wasthe
Northwall too tall to pass over, but even the breach in the wall was blocked by the monstroustrees. Any
attempts they made to pass had triggered the forest to attack the ship with whipping, clawing branches,
guided by wraiths perched in thetrees limbs. The Stormwing could not fly high enough to escape their
assault.

“We Il manage,” Mycdlesad.

“I hope s0,” Meric said, and wandered back to the camp as Kral finally managed to coax the smoldering
pile of dead leavesto take hisflint’s spark. Tiny flames sizzled up, drawing dl their eyes.

Thetiny snap of atwig sounded behind Mycelle. She whipped around, swordsin both fists. A dark
shape dinked from the scrubby brush. It was Fardae, returning from scouting the forest; the broken
branch had been hisway of warning her of his gpproach. His amber eyes glowed toward her. Theimage
of an empty path appeared in her mind' s eye, indicating the immediate region was clear of any wraiths.

“I'll tell Ne€'lahn,” she said. “ Go warm yoursdlf by thefire”
Tonguelolling, Fardae padded past her.

Mycelle watched the huge treewolf with aworried narrowing of her eyes. Since entering the forest, his
sendings had grown rougher, his responses now curt and often unintelligible. 1t would not be long until
Farddewas|ost completely to hiswolfish nature. According to Mogweed, the twinswere little more than
amoon away from settling into their current forms. Time was running out for them both—aswell asit
wasfor themdl.

L

Working around the camp’ s periphery, Mycdlle gpproached Nee [ahn. The small nyphai glanced up at
her. Ne€' lahn’ s eyes were haunted, shadowed with dark circles. Day and night, she had been forced to
play her lute to keep the wraiths at bay. Only when the woods seemed clear could the woman take short
naps. The burden vvastaking itstall.

Mycellelaid ahand on her shoulder. “Rest. Fardale says the woods around us are safe for the moment.”

Nee' lahn nodded and eased her [ute to her lap. She stretched her fingers, working free the knots and
kinks from her cramped playing. Mycelle noticed her worn nails and the raw tips of her fingers. Neg'lahn
searched through her pockets for the numbweed balm.

“How areyou faring?’ Mycelle asked. “Will your fingers hold out until we reach the end of the forest?’
Neg lahn stared dully at the forest around her. “It is not the playing that wears at me.”

Mycdle understood. As much as her lute’ s song pained the Grim, so the dark wood drained Neg' lahn’'s
own spirit. This had once been her home. Mycdlle offered what consolation she could. “It won't be much
longer. From my calculations, we should reach the far edge of the Fell in another two days.”

Nee lahn did not react. She only stared toward the north. “Come. Let’ s get you somefood.” Mycelle
helped her stand and guided her toward the growing fire. By now, Krai had managed to work up asolid
blaze.



Once Neg' lahn was settled beside Mogweed at the fire, Mycelle returned to her sentry duty. With the
lute’ s magick ended, the wood had to be closdly watched againgt the encroachment of the Grim. During
thefirst couple of days, any hdt in the music had amost immediately resulted in their wailing assault. But
now, severd days deeper into the wood, the Grim were dower to respond. Either their numberswere
not as great here or the music had by now succeeded in chasing the wraithsfar from their path. Still,
caution had to be taken. Eyes had to watch for shifting shadows, and ears had to remain pricked to the
smallest sounds of theforest.

Mycelle nodded to Lord Tyrus on the camp’ sfar side. The two would watch the forest during this break
inthe day’ strek, circling around and around the camp until they were on the move again. Mogweed
came over with atin plate of boiled roots mixed with roasted snails. Mycelle ate on her feet, picking
through the thin fare with her fingers. Hunting was poor in the Fdll. Few creatures il lived among its
twisted roots and haunted bowers: bony rabbits, burrowing moles, afew rangy birds. But &t least the
waters were fresh. Streams and brooks were frequent.

Mogweed kept pace with her for afew steps while she ate. The thin man eyed the forest with clear
trepidation. “1 heard you tell Nee'lahn that we should be out of this cursed woodsin acouple of days. Is
that 07’

“If my maps are accurate.”

Mogweed chewed hislower lip, eyes narrowed. “And what then?” He lowered hisvoice. “Areweredly
going to try and sneak into Krai’ s old home up in the northern mountains? | heard him say that the snows
up there never thaw, not even in the summer. And if the weather doesn't kill us, the d warves surely will.
I’ snot like we can surprise them. The encampment in Castle Mryl will surely send abird reporting our

Mycelle let the man drone on, then finaly shrugged. “Who knows what we' |l face up in the mountains?
But | suspect d warves and snow will be the least of our worries.”

She could tdll that her words did little to ease Mogweed’ s mind. His eyes grew wider as he obvioudy
imagined the horrors ahead.

Mycelle sighed. “Don’t fret so much about the future, Mogweed. It’Il come whether you' re ready or not.
We'll ded with the cold as best we can. Asfor the d warves, | imaginethey’ll think the wraiths have
consumed thelot of us”

He nodded, appearing dightly relieved by this smal bit of reassurance as he ssumbled back to thefire.

Mycelle shook her head. Despite her words, Mogweed' s concern had set a seed of misgiving in her own
breast. What were they going to do?

Findly, with the holein ther bellies somewhat filled, the party broke camp and moved out once again.
Nee lahn took up her lute, while Fardae patrolled the near woods. The remainder of the group trudged
after them. Slowly more leagues passed under their boots. Few words were spoken.

Krai hung back, watching their back trail. But as the afternoon wore on, his post seemed unnecessary.
No sign of the Grim threat-ened. Not even adistant wail was heard. Krai moved forward to join
Mycdle.

“I don't likethisquiet,” he mumbled.

Mycelle nodded, then frowned as the small snake that roosted around her upper arm squirmed and



tightened its grip. After traveling for so long with the large man, she had come to notice his presence often
aggravated thetiny beast. She had adways attributed this response to the man’ s strong elementa energies.
The magick of deep caves and rock ran strong in Krai’ s blood. But then why didn’t the snake respond to
Meric or Lord Tyrus? Both were just as endowed in the Land’ s gifts. With no satisfactory answer, she
pushed her misgivings aside and concentrated on the more immediate threet.

“The Grim have been growing less bold for the past few days,” Mycdlle said, staring out into the oddly
dlent forest. “Maybe a last Nee'lahn’ s music has succeeded in driving them fully away.”

“Wha musc?’ Kra grumbled.

Mycelle opened her mouth to answer, then redlized the mountain man was correct. The nyphai’ s lute had
goneslent. Mycelle glanced forward and saw the small woman standing far aheed, frozen atop adight
rissintheland.

“Something’ swrong,” Mycdlle said, and hurried forward. Krai followed.

Mycelle closed the distance, collecting Meric and Tyrus en route. Neither of them had noticed
Nee'lahn'slagpse either. All afternoon, her music had been dowing and drifting lower. When it had findly
stopped, no one but Krai seemed to have been aware.

Asagroup, they jogged forward. Nee'|ahn continued to stare forward, the [ute hanging limp in her
fingers

“What' swrong with her?” Tyruswhispered bresthlesdy asthey reached the top of the hill. A light snow
began to drift down from the gray skies. The sun was close to setting.

Mycdlle glanced to the girl, then followed the line of her vison. In the hollow below, asmall 1akefilled the
lower lands, but what caught her eye was ahuge tree on the lake' sfar sde. Itsbole, asthick around asa
small cottage, stood straight as asword, cutting up from the tangle of twisted trees around it. Its
branches, though bare of leaves, splayed out in gentle terraces, like ahand offered to atired traveler. It
seemed s0 out of place among itstortured brethren.

“Nee’'lahn?’ Mycdle asked gently.

The nyphai’ s mouth moved, but no words came out. Shelicked her lipsand tried again. “1t' smy tree.”
Sheturned findly toward Mycelle. Tears ran down her cheeks, streaming fredly. Her voice becamea
sob. “It’s... it smy home.”

Nee'lahn fell to her knees. The pain in her heart was too much. She stared at her love, so tdll, so Sately.
Though naked of itslush greenery and heavy violet flowers, Ne€' lahn could never mistake itsform. She
had not thought to find her mate so untouched. It was asif it were only deeping, not dead and lifeless. On
her knees, her eyes drank in the sight of her spirit tree. She had not even meant to cross near itsresting
place, knowing the pain it would cause, but her tired feet must have led her here, drawn to the only home
she had ever known.

Mogweed stepped to her side. “It'ss0... so normal looking.”

Nee'lahn wiped at her eyes. “1 know. | don't understand. .. the Blight...” Shewaved an arm to
encompass the rest of the forest.

“Come,” Mycdle said gently, and helped her back to her feet. “Do you want to go closer?’

Nee' lahn covered her face with ahand. She wanted to run as lithe as adeer, but she did not know which



way—toward her tree or away. It tore at her heart to see her love again. But she knew that as much asit
pained her, she had to go on.

Clutching the lute to her breast, she nodded forward. “I... | must go.”

Before asingle step could be taken, Fardae came loping up the dope from the lake' s edge, tongue
lolling. Hisamber eyes glowed. Mycelle matched his gaze. After amoment, she turned to the others.
“Fardd e senses someone hiding ahead.”

“One of thewraiths?’ Tyrus asked.

“No... if I understand right, it' saman.” Mycelle turned to Mogweed, clearly seeking to seeif he
understood his brother any better.

The smal man shrugged. “He growstoo close to the wolf,” he mumbled under his breath. “1 can barely
undergtand him any longer.”

“What' s someone doing way out here?’ Krai grumbled. He unhitched his ax and dowly pulled the snow
leopard pelt off itsiron blade. “ Anyone who can survive among the Grim is surely tainted by the Dark
Lord.”

“Kra isright,” Meric said, hiseyes narrowed. “We must proceed with caution.”

“Why proceed a dl?” Mogweed said, stepping back. “Why not leave here, circle far around? Why
invitedanger?’

“Perhaps we should heed the shape-shifter,” Tyrus said.

“And put an unknown enemy at our back?’ Kral said. “I say we flush him out.”
Neg'lahn swallowed hard. “Either way, | must go. Evenif it' saone.”

Gazes swung in her direction.

Before anyone e se could speak, her lute began to play softly. Gentle notes wafted out and upward.
Ne€ lahn lifted the ingtrument in amazement. Her fingers were not touching the strings, yet themusic
began to grow fuller. A chorusflowed forth, bright as asummer moon, while around them the snow
began to fal thicker. As soft asthefdling flakes, the music floated over the lake.

Kra growled. “Quiet the cursed thing beforeit gives us away.”
Nee'lahn pulled the lute away from him as he snaiched &t it. “No!”

Kra’swarning proved too late anyway. Asthe music reached the far sde, warm yellow light appeared,
glowing forth from severd smdl square openingsin the tree swide trunk.

Mogweed gasped and hid behind Krai.

“Windows,” Meric said with amazement. “ Someone' s made ahome inside your tree.”
“Farddée slurker,” Tyruscommented, hisfamily’ sfine sword in hisgrip.

“He must have heard themusic,” Mycdle sad. “He sinviting usforward.”

Kra squinted hiseyes. “Morelikdy inviting usinto atrap.”



“No, it snotrap.” Nee'lahn stepped forward.
“How can you know that?’ the mountain man gruffed.

“Themusic.” Nee'lahn lifted her lute. “The wood rejoices. There can be no danger.” And in her heart,
she knew thisto be true. She moved down into the hollow, meaning to follow the lake' sedge. * She
heard the v’ in whisper behind her. “I trust Neg'lahn. As corrupt as these woods may be now, they
were once her home. Come. Let’s see what mystery lies here.”

As Nee'lahn reached the lake s edge, abit of melancholy infused  the lute’ s song. She understood why.
Oncethissmall lake had teemed with fish and tadpoles. Fireflies had lit the boughs that overhung the till
waters, reflecting their beauty, while around its banks, flowers had aways been in bloom. But now the
lake was black and featurel ess, edged by dank agae and clinging weeds. So much beauty logt.

Nee'lahn turned her eyesto the overhanging limbs of her love. Only its branches still spread over the
lake, shooting strong and straight from atrunk o thick around that thirty men couldn'’t join hands around
it. New tears flowed on her cheeks. Oh, my bonded, how proudly you still stand while all around
you has fallen to grief and madness.

As sheled the others, she studied the lights that glowed forth from the trunk of her handsome tree.
Though she should have felt anger at the violation of her beloved, the warm yellow glow cheered her
heavy heart. A spark of lifeinside the dead. She found her feet hurrying.

The othersfollowed.

Once they had reached the far side of the lake, adoorway swung open in the base of the tree, framed by
the large roots, kneeing up from the soil. A figure stood bathed in the light. No threat was offered.

“WEe ve been waiting so long for you,” thefigure at the door said inagravely voice.
Nee' lahn dowed asthe lute' s song faded away. “Who are you?’

The figure stepped clear of the door’ s brightness. It was alarge man, dressed in smple rough-spun
cotton. He was wide-shouldered, and though once clearly strong of limb, he was now gray-haired and
leaned on awooden crutch for support. “Have you forgotten me dready, Nee' lahn?’

She shook her head. “Sir, | have no—"

Hewaved away her wordswith his crutch. “Och, it is of no matter. My eyes may have gone bad, but not
my ears. All that mattersisthat I’ ve not forgotten the voice of your lute. But then how could |7’ He lifted
afral hand. “It' savoicel helped forge with mine own fingers”

Understanding struck Ne€' lahn. “Rodricko?’
“Ah, thegirl does remember the smple woodcutter.”

She hurried forward, pausing amoment to recognize the man' s sharp eyes and beaked nose that
shadowed over athick gray mustache. When last she had lain eyes on him, the mustache had been black
asoil. Thelast fifteen winters had worn the man. Satisfied that it wasindeed her old friend, she hugged
him tight, holding her luteto the Sde.

Once done with their greeting, Nee'lahn pulled back. “Have you remained here, in the Fll, the entire
time?’



Hefingered his mustache, and the brightnessin his eyes grew dark. He glanced from her lute to the
twisted forest beyond. “Aye, lass.”

“But why?How?’ Ne€'lahn tried to comprehend what had happened since she had I eft with her [ute.

Mycelle stepped forward. She still had her swords bared. Nee' [ahn realized Tyrus and Krai were armed
aswell. “Indeed. How have you managed to survive out here among the Grim without being consumed?”’

Rodricko eyed their weapons. “ Be a peace here, travelers. Sheathe your blades and comeinside. If it's
soriesyou ask, thenit' stalesI’ll tell—but not before we get out of this snow and in front of awarm fire.”

Nee' lahn cautioudy reached and pushed Mycell€ s blade down. “Rodricko can be trusted. It ishewho
carved my lute. He and hisfamily have been friends of the nyphai for untold generations. They are as near
to nyphal as any human can be.”

Mycelle hesitated, then nodded. She swung her blades back into the crossed scabbards on her back.
She waved the othersto follow suit. Lord Tyrus dipped hisMrylian-stedl sword away, and Krai dowly
hitched his ax to his belt. Meric remained wegponless, arms across his chest. Mogweed hid in his
shadow.

“Comeinsde,” he urged them, holding the door open. “ Just follow the stairs here to the room above.”

Nee'lahn led the way, stepping reverently back inside her home tree. A mix of fedings swept through her
as she mounted the winding stairs that led upward. The smell of wood oil and sweet camphorstriggered
aresponse that strummed through her asif she were alute string hersdlf. Old memories ftirred. Joy and
sorrow rang in chorus. The dust of the last fifteen winters roads washed off her. Her hand rose and
touched the bare wood, seeking the heartsong of the grest tree. But she felt nothing there. It was empty.
Her legstrembled, but the fingers of her other hand squeezed reassuringly around the neck of her lute.
Here was where her tree’ s spirit now resided.

As she moved up the stairs, trailed by the group, Nee lahn suddenly redlized the path they were taking.
The nypha never madetheir homesinsdetheir own trees. Instead, they built shelters and bridges among
the branches. Only the bonded to atree could enter inside the gentle giants, and it was amingling of
gpirits, not aphysicd intrusion, like now.

She glanced behind her. Only once before had she entered her tree like this. Her eyes caught upon
Rodricko’s. He nodded and urged her onward.

Where she reached the head of the stairs, alarge room opened up, encompassing the full diameter of the
tree. A singlethick pillar stood in the center of the floor, while around it the space was crammed with
cabinets, chairs, and tables, al formed of the deeply whorled, rich wood. The woodwright had kept
himsdlf busy over the past fifteen years, making himsdf a cozy home here.

But Nee'lahn ignored all this. Instead, her eyes were drawn back to the central column, the true heart of
her tree. She dowly circled it, searching until she found the spot in the column where ahollow had been
carved from it. She held her lute up to it. The two shapes matched.

Rodricko stepped to her side. “ Itstrue home.”

She turned to him, glancing briefly around the room. “And | see you' ve made your own home here,
ingdemy tree” A dightly accusatory tone crept into her voice.

“Like some burrowing worm,” he said with asad sigh. “Drilling and coring through adead apple.”



Nee'lahn touched hishand. “I’'m sorry... | didn't mean to imply—"

“No, lass. It an’t natural. I’ ve been among the nyphai too long not to fed the same way.” Helooked to
his boots. “But after you |eft, the tree cadlled to me.”

“What?’

He shook his head. “Though its spirit had retrested into the lute, there was still magic in itsroot, enough
to fuel atrace of its spirit. On the day you set off on your journey, | came hereto gather my tools, and
the tree gpoke to me—wel |l not rightly spo”e, more afedling inade my heart and head. It was not done
withmeyet.”

“| don't understand.”

Hesghed. “ Come by thefire, and I'll explain adl.” He leaned on his crutch and led the way toward the
tall gone-lined hearth dug into onewadll of the chamber.

Her friends were dready gathered around it. Fardale lay sprawled before the hearth, almost laying in the
flames, content, tail thumping dowly. The others stood, wary, ignoring the many wide chairs.

“Sit,” Rodricko said. “ Someone s got to use these chairs |’ ve been whittling away these many long
winters. Relax. I’ ve warmed e derberry wine beside the fire. And afterward there are rooms and beds
above”

Sowly the group settled to the chairs, and wine was passed from hand to hand, warming the chill from
their bones.

Rodricko returned from asmal pantry with cheeses and a platter of chestnuts for roasting on the hearth.
“I promised you al my story,” he said, shaking the pan of chestnuts as they popped and sizzled.

Mycdle nodded. “How did you survive out here when nothing else can?’

Rodricko groaned a bit as he stood, then settled to his own sedt. “It’ s not ashort tale | must speak, so let
me start where al tories should start—at the beginning, with Cecdia”

“Cecdia?’ Nee'lahn asked, shocked to hear the name of the ancient elder of the grove.
Mycdle st her mug of warm wine down. “Who isthat?’

“Cecdiaisthe keeper of the True Glen,” Rodricko said. “The eldest sster of the nyphai. Shewas
bonded to the oldest tree of the grove, and when her tree began to twist and bend to the Blight, she
hersalf was aso tortured. Fevered dreams, ddlirium. It went on for three moons. But at last, when | was
certain the end was near, she had avison—of Lok’ a’ hera sprouting to lifein alake of red fire. A fire
born of magick. She bade me carve the heart from Neg' |ahn’ stree so that Nee' |lahn might be freeto
search thelands of Alaseafor thismagicka cureto their doomed forest.”

Nee lahn stared into thefire. “1t was Cecelid s prophecy that set me on my path.” She raised her faceto
Rodricko. “But what of you? Why did you not leave? Y our duty here was done.”

“So | thought, but as | mentioned, the tree called to me, entreating meto one last task.”
“But what of the Grim?” Kral asked.

“They do not bother coming near here, Neg' lahn’ s tree reminds them too much of what they logt. It
gands straight and tall while dl therest lay twisted and tainted. The sight istoo much for the wraithsto



bear. So they stay away.”

Mogweed knelt by the fire and checked the chestnuts. “But al this?” He nodded to the surroundings.
“Y ou haveto havetraveled to bring dl this here. The chestnuts, thewine.”

Rodricko nodded. “ Twice each passing winter, I’ ve journeyed to mountain hamletsfor supplies. That is,
until just recently.”

Mogweed sat on hishedls, eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Y et even on the woodland trails, the wraiths
did not attack you?’

“I was till under the protection of thetree.”
“How?" Mogweed squeaked.

Rodricko lifted the wooden crutch from whereiit rested between his legs and thumped it on the floor. “As
Nee lahn’slute was carved from its heart, | hewed a branch of this great tree as my walking stick.” He
pulled his hands away from the crutch’ sgrip to reved asingle sprout of green near its gpex.

Nee' lahn leaned closer. “Leaves” A sprouted patch of tiny green leaves grew from the dead wood.
Though each leaf was no longer than afingernail, they were clearly koa kona. “How... 7’

“A bit of magick and abit of spirit kegp it fresh.” Nee'lahn bent nearer, too—then she stared into the
woodsman’'seyes. “It draws off your own spirit.”

“Magick alone was not enough.” He lowered his cane back down. No wonder the man had seemed to
age so much since lagt she had seen him. “But why?’ she asked. “What was so important?’ He met her
gaze. “Hope.”

“Hopefor what?’

Rodricko leaned back and closed hiseyes. “My family has served the True Glen for asfar back aswe
can remember. It isour home, too. If thereisaway to bring the Grove back, | would do anything, give
up my own blood if necessary.”

JAMAOS
“But | fill don't understand. What did my tree ask of you?’

He opened hiseyes. “It' seasier to show you.” Rodricko struggled to hisfeet. “Come. The answer to all
liesabove”

Ne€ lahn stood, biting back atwinge of misgiving.

The old woodwright crossed to a narrow, curved staircase. It led up to alanding above the hearth room.
Without another word, he climbed the stairswith the rest trailing behind.

Nee'lahn heard Mogweed mumble, “I don't likethis.”

On the landing above, small rooms branched off. But Rodricko led the way to the innermost doorway.
Herested ahand on theiron latch and glanced to Nee' lahn. His eyeswere full of pain—and something
dse

Her worriesflared brighter.



“I’'m sorry,” he said, and pulled the door open. “Y ou had better go infirst.”

Inside was another circular room, smilar to the hearth chamber, only smaller. In thisroom, acentra pillar
aso ran from floor to ceiling. And like the column below, this one had been carved. It contained a
cubbyhole no larger than a pumpkin.

A soft gentle light wafted out from the opening.

Nee'lahn knew that faint purple light. It was the same glowing hue as given off by ablooming koa kona
Alone, she moved nearer. Something rested inside the cubby.

Rodricko spoke behind her. “For dmost afull winter, the tree had enough magick stored in its taproot
and enough traces of residua spirit to keep its branchesfull of leaves... even flowers.”

Nee lahn glanced back to the doorway, where the woodwright leaned on his crutch. She recalled the day
she had |eft her bonded, remembering it as clearly asif it were amoon ago instead of fifteen winters. Her
tree had |ooked untouched.

With afedling bordering on dread, she turned back to the carved cubby and what rested inside.

“The tree somehow knew it bloomed itslast flowers,” Rodricko said with alow voice. “It called out with
itsdying breath. Onelast time.”

Nee' lahn barely heard hiswords, or the question asked by tMycelle.
“What do you mean?’ the swordswoman asked.

“When akoa konaisre™dy for itsflowersto go to seed, it callsfor another spirit, akindred sister to
leave her own tree briefly and mingle her spirit with its own, like a bee passing pollen from one flower to
another. So Nee'lahn’stree called for someoneto join withiit.”

“But there were no nyphai left,” Mycelle said. Rodricko lowered hisvoice. “Not true. Though the Grim
aretwisted, they are still nyphai. One cameto the tree' scall. It pushed past its own pain to respond to
the tree' ssummons.”

“Areyou saying one of the Grim joined with Nee'lahn’ stree?’ Rodricko’ svoice cracked. “It was
Cecdlia, the keeper. Shewas il fresh to the Blight and new to her madness. She came and shared her
spirit so the tree’ slast flower could go to seed.”

“Sweet Mother,” Lord Tyrus said. “What happened?’ By now, Nee'lahn stared into the cubby. The
answer lay within. A small babe lay cradled in the cubby. The source of the glow was easy to spot. It
came from aplum-sized purple seed protruding from itslower belly, where ahuman baby’ s navel would
be. She reached but was afraid to touch the seed or babe. It germinated, she redlized with shock.

Rodricko continued. “A new nyphai was born from the fertile seed. Normally, the tree and its bonded
would nurture the young sister until it was strong enough to plant her seed and grow another koa kona
tree, spreading the grove. But something... something went wrong here.”

Nee' lahn saw that clearly enough. The germination from the seed looked to have proceeded naturally
enough. All nyphai grew dowly from their seeds, like the trees themselves. And this young one, though
gppearing only an infant, was growing well for only fourteen winters. But Rodricko was most correct—
something was dreadfully wrong here.

Rodricko continued. “1 don’t know what happened... or what it all means. Maybe it was dueto the



union with aGrim, atainted and twisted spirit. | just don’t know.”
“What' swrong?’ Mycelle asked.
Ne€'lahn turned from the pillar, her legs swooning under her. “The new nyphai... it sa boy.”

The next morning, Krd climbed down the stairs to the main hearth room. The scent of warm bread and
the sizzle of pork flesh had drawn him from his goose-feather bed and quiet chamber. After dmost half a
winter on the road with only the hard forest floor as his bed and his rucksack as a pillow, he had dept
soundly throughout the night and wdll into the late morning.

He stretched the kinks from his arms and entered the room. He was clearly the last to rise. The others
were dready seated around awide table spread with breads, fruits, boiled eggs, and meats. He dlso
noticed astack or gear piled on theroom’ sfar sde: fox-fur gloves, hooded cold-weather cloaks trimmed
in ermine, even dabs of dried and smoked beef and hard cheeses.

Mycelle noticed his approach. The banded viper on her arm hissed at him, then settled back to its curled
perch. “Krd, st. Eat. We ve much to discussand plan.”

He nodded, his nose filled with the scents of the table. His stomach grumbled appreciatively. He settled
into his seat as Rodricko filled astone mug with hot kaffee.

“I"ve done my best to put together warmer clothes and additiona fodder for your trek from here,”
Rodricko explained. “But | don’t know what good it will do. The snows are beginning to fal, and the
upper passes of the lce Trail will beimpassable before much longer.”

“WEell leave today,” Mycelle said, “and set a hard pace. With your generous supplies, we can move
faster and stretch each day’ s march abit longer.”

Mogweed groaned from across the table, but he remained otherwise silent. Kral could understand the
man’s congternation. A few more days here at thiswarm, well-stocked place would suit him, too. But he
aso understood the necessity not to delay. Mountain storms were unpredictable, especialy thistime of
year. Blizzards, ice sorms, and cold fogs were more likely with each day’ s delay.

“But how areweto travel the remainder of the Fell?” Meric asked, histhin fingers wrapped around his
gone mug. “If Nee lahn remains here with the child—"

“But shemust,” Rodricko interrupted. “ The tree' s seed has sustained the child until now but will not for
much longer.”

Nee'lahn glanced up from beside Mogweed. Her eyes were shadowed and tired. Clearly she had not
found her deep asrestful asKrd. Shefaced them. “The boy nears the age when he will separate from his
birth seed. Afterward, he will need the tree’ s song and spirit to sustain him.”

“So you must stay?’ Tyrus asked.

“I have no choice. Boy or naot, the foundling isthe offspring of my beloved. | cannot abandon it. The song
of thelutewill help sustain the strange child while | care for him and protect him. | don’t understand the
significance of amae nyphai, or why this has cometo be, but | must seeit through.” She stared around
thetable. “I’'m sorry.”

“I can take you through the woods,” Rodricko said. He nudged hiswooden crutch with its little sprout of
leaves. “ The fresh, untainted branch will be as much abane to the Grim as Ne€' lahn’ s lute. We should be
ﬂe.”



Krai read doubt in the man’'s eyes. The short length of wood had protected the woodwright, but there
was no guarantee its meager protection would extend to their party.

The others must have sensed the man’ sworry. A heavy silence grew around the table.

Digtantly, awailing echoed through the wood walls. A londly sound that was soon joined by another...
and another. Asthey sat stone ill, the horrid chorus grew and swelled.

Kra smelled the sudden fear in their host. Rodricko’ s voice trem-ored as he settled his pitcher to the
table. “They’ ve never come so near.”

Mycdlle stood. “ They must know we're here.”
The others quickly gained their feet, and weapons were gathered.
“What are we to do?” Mogweed asked. “Will they attack?’

Rodricko crossed to abroad window that faced south. Krai and the others followed the woodwright.
Beyond the window, the woods were bathed in early morning sunlight, but due to the perpetua cloud
cover, it waswan and lifeless. Snow frosted the twisted branches of the surrounding trees, cregting a
stark landscape. Even the small lake was ablack mirror.

Asthey watched, the shadows of the deeper woods stretched toward them, swallowing up the trees and
snow, descending and sweeping into the hollow. It was asif ablack fog were consuming the world.

“Wh-what is happening?’ Mogweed asked, backing away, hisfingers reaching for his brother.

Nee'lahn stood ill. “The Grim gather. I’ ve never seenitslike.” Kral knew what she meant. The wraiths
were generdly solitary crestures, hunting the forest trails on their own. It was one of the reasons that the
Northwall had withstood their numbers until now.

But as Kral stared out at the force gathering around the hollow, he understood how the greaet Wall had
falen. The Grim were now aunified force, adark army. Kra remembered theill’ guard wraith who had
possessed King Ry’ s dead body, animating it. Was this demoness the reason for the changein the Grim
asawhole? If so, what control did she bear on these other wild, mindless creastures? How had she joined
their madnessto her own foul cause?

Outside, thewail of the wraiths grew to afevered pitch.

The beast ingde Kra stirred. How it wanted to howl adong with the mad screams and cries, add itsvoice
to thewild chorus. But Krai fought this urge. Now was not the time for Legion, not yet.

He closed hiseyes and sent his beastly senses soaring. Touched by the Dark Lord, he felt afamiliar thrill
running through the gathered dark army. She's out there, heredized. The demoness hersdf led thisforce
to their doorstep. She hid amid thewraiths, but she could not hide from another ill’ guard. Krai

understood who led this assault, but could not dert his companions without exposing himself.

Nee lahn spoke up, drawing his attention back to the room. Shelifted her [ute. “I will go out to meet
them.”

Mycelle placed ahand on her shoulder. “I don’t know if even your lute's song will be strong enough
againg such numbers.”

“You will beasingle note againgt astorm,” Meric said. “ Their chorus of wailswill swamp the song of a



sngletree”
“I mugt try. We have no other meansto drive them away.”

“I will help,” Rodricko said, lifting his crutch. “ The bit of living spirit dong with the lute' s song may
preval.’

“But wemust al beready,” Ne€'lahn said. “If | can drive awedge through their forces, then you must be
asfleet of foot as possible.”

“What do you propose?’ Lord Tyrus asked.

“Pack and stow the gear.” She nodded to the stacks of warm clothes and food. “If Rodricko and |
succeed in opening abreach, you al must take advantage and flee immediately.”

“Andyou?’ Mycelle asked.
Nee'lahn' s eyes were haunted but determined. “1 must stay and protect the child.”

Mogweed shifted hisfeet, eyes darting everywhere, searching vainly for ameans of escape. “Why not
take the cursed child with you? If thistree is dead anyway, why do you need to stay here? W, don't
stand a chance in the woods on our own.”

Nee' lahn opened her mouth to dismissthisthought, but Mycelle interrupted. “Mogweed' sright. The child
will dwaysbein danger here. It isonly two days march out of the forest. If you could whisk him

avay...
Rodricko agreed. “ Perhaps you should heed their counsel Nee'lahn.”
“But | can't just—"

“Thisplace isan empty tomb. Aslong asthe child isat your side and you have the lute, he should remain
safe.” Thewoodwright stared out at the gathering darkness. “Besides, the boy is closeto ripening and
dropping his seed. Perhapsit is best if that were not done here, in this Blighted soil. Maybe that’ sthe
reason you were al drawn here—to take the boy away.”

“l... 1 don't know,” Nee lahn mumbled.

“Well, someone had better make adecison,” Mogweed said, pointing to the windows. “Or it will be
madefor us”

Beyond the lake, no trees could be seen. A solid wall of darkness spread dl around them.

Nee lahn bit her lip, then turned to Mycedlle. “ Gather up the boy. Wrap him well againgt the cold. At his
tender age, he’ still susceptibleto frost. Y ou others grab as much gear aspossible.”

They dl moved quickly, goaded by therising howl of the wraiths. In moments, they were dressed in
warm gear with packs of food and supplies on their backs. Mycelle had the additiona burden of achild
strapped to her chest. Encumbered as she was, she would be usalessin aswordfight, but Krai knew it
was not the point of a blade that would win freedom here.

He studied Nee'[ahn as she held her Iute in her arms, staring into the darkness. All their hopeswere
weighed upon thislonewoman. Krai smelled the fear in her, but dso her resolve and determination.

She must have sensed his gaze. Sheturned. “Let’ s get thisdone.”



Kra nodded, turning away, but not before glancing one more time at the gathered horde. Again, he
scented the Dark Lord’ stouch out there. Theill’ guard demoness hid in that cloak of blackness, one
wraith among many.

But to what purpose, what end?

Neewasthefirst through the door. After the warmth in-side, the sudden cold struck her like afist. She
gasped. It was an unnatura cold. Asthewraiths drew the life from avictim, they now drew the warmth
fromthear. ‘'t

She stepped away from the threshold and clear of the large tree roots. The lake lay ahead, rimmed in
frogt. Its edges had frozen overnight. Nee lahn moved to its shore, facing thewall of blacknessthat
circled the hollow, surrounding them. Closer, she saw that the wall whorled and churned as the massed
wraithswrithed at thevaley’ sedge.

“Sgters” she mumbled, praying. “Hear me and depart in peace.” Asshelifted her lute, the group
gathered behind her. Rodricko stood amongst them, hisbit of living wood held out before him likea
sword.

Taking adeep breath, Nee' lahn strummed her strings, and sweet notes spread into the gale of criesand
screams. The music, though soft and sweet, fought through the cacophony. “Hear me, Sigers,” she
repested, now singing forth with the lute’ smelody.

The notes swept across the cold water to strike thewall of darkness like athousand arrows. Holes were
rent through the solidness asindividua wraithswailed and fled. Glimpses of the snow-crowned forest
peeked through the throng, but the tears did not last long. The holes quickly disappeared asthe remaining
Grim closed ranks.

Nee lahn's eyes narrowed, suspicious of thisaction. What was driving the wraiths forward? What
was making them fight their natural urge to flee the touch of the True Glen?

A sharp scream split the air. Nee' lahn swung around and saw awraith rip forth from the othersand fly at
her companions. It was adark mist against the white snow.

Rodricko stepped forward, guarding the party with his crutch. Ne€ lahn’ s fingers hesitated on her strings,
fearful for her friends.

“Keep playing!” Mycdle urged, wincing againgt therailing screams. “Don’'t stop!”

Rodricko swept hisbit of wood between him and the scrap of darkness. “Begone!” heyelled in theface
of hisenemy.

The bold wraith hesitated, then stabbed a stream of darkness toward the woodsman' s chest. Rodricko
danced back, surprisingly spry on hisfeeblelegs. His stick diced through the deadly shadow Whereit
struck, light flared, the violet of blossoming koa kona flowers. The wraith blew gpart into ragged
fragments. Its bits of shredded spirit fled back into the mass of wraiths. Krai bellowed in triumph.

But Mycdl€e seyes swung to Nee' lahn. “Play! Play if youwant to live!”

Nee lahn returned to her lute, srumming with renewed energy. Thewal of wraiths squirmedin clear
agony, screams chasing screams. Nee'lahn turned in adow circle, casting her musicin dl directions.

“Hear the song of the True Glen,” she sang softly asthe music carried her words far, echoing out over the
hollow. “Remember the oring shoots rising with the new sun... Remember the hills of asummer’ snight,



aglow with blossoms... Remember autumn’ sdisplay of brilliance and the endlessrain of leaves, awarm
blanket againgt the winter to come... Remember the winter’ s crisp breath when the sap runs dow and
the stars shine like Slver in the night sky. Remember it dl. Remember the Glen. Remember lifel”

Her words cast aspell on the wraiths. They began to flow and ebb to her music. Thewail becameless
sharp, more mournful. Breaksin thewall grew dl around them. Bits of darkness shot high intheair and
away, crying in pain and sorrow. “It' sworking,” Meric said.

Nee' lahn continued to sing, now in the Old Tongue. She sang of flowers, and sunshine, and drops of
morning dew, while the lute rang with woodsong and acall for communion. It was al too much, even for
the strength of the gathered horde. More wraiths fled.

A pair tried again to attack the group, more in an attempt to stop the pain of her song than in true malice.
But Rodricko quickly dispatched them.

Ne€'lahn kept Snging. Sensing victory, shelet her voice grow in strength, but eventualy sheredized she
did not sing done. Another voice had crept in on hers, blending into her song so smoothly that Nee' lahn
was not aware of it until it wastoo late. It came from the fraying wal of darkness. The new voice twisted
Nee lahn’ s song, subtly and skillfully, changing the bright to the dark.

“Dream of the sun’swarm touch...” Ne€'lahn sang.
“... and the burn of an endless drought,” the unseen singer chorused.

“Sing of petals soft with the first bloom...” Nee'lahn fought back. “, . and wormsthat eat out the flower’s
tender heart.” Frowning, Nee'lahn struggled to chase the other off, snging morefiercely, ringing with the
voice of the True Glen. But the parasitic voice would not let go, wrapping its song around her own,
grangling it with whispers of dead wood and rotting roots. Sowly Nee'lahn redlized shewas
outmatched. The singer was older, more experienced. The voice sang with the echoes of centuries.

Nee' lahn could not resist it. Her voice began to warp; her lute' s music shook with disease and crumbling
bark. All around the hollow, the wraiths regrouped, fortifying the dark wall.

“What' swrong?’ Mycelle asked, moving nearer, clutching the small child to her chest.

“I don't know,” Nee' lahn said, dowing her fingers on the lut€' s strings, struggling to think of ameansto
attack. “ Something... something’ s out there... Something stronger than 1...” Krai moved to her other
side. Hegrowled. “It comes.” Mycelle glanced to him, then out to the gathered wraiths. A black cloud
bloomed from thewall, aswirling formlessfog. It drifted acrossthelake, dowly, laconicdly, asif it cared
little for the small band of people or the music of the [ute. Ne€ [ahn and the others retreated fromiit.

Upon reaching the near shore, the cloud roiled inward on itsdlf, fog becoming substance. The vague
figure of adender woman took shape on the frozen |ake' sedge. Silver energy traced her form. Her eyes

opened.
Nee lahn sensed here stood the singer who had so skillfully corrupted her song.
Fardale growled, baring histeeth, and Rodricko stepped forward, the branch held before him.

The dark woman smiled at the man’sresponse. “ A brave knight carved of wood,” she said disdainfully.
“Thelast protector of the True Glen.” Y et despite her words, she held back.

“I know you,” Ne€ lahn said, recognizing the screechy voice and where she had heard it last. “Y ou' re the

wraith who possessed



King Ry."

The wraith’ s smile broadened, while growing colder at the sametime. “Ah, yes... it was good to wear
flesh again.” Sheglanced to Lord Tyrus. “Even amoldy form as distasteful* asthat old man.”

The Mrylian prince lunged forward, but he was blocked by Krai “Y ou’ ve no weapon that can harm an
ilj"guard,” the mountain man warned, holding fast to the prince’ s ebow.

The wraith ignored the men and swung her gaze back to Nee'-lahn. “ As you know me, so | know you,
Nee'lahn.” A laugh, empty of mirth, escaped the shadowy lips. *Y ou caught me by surprise back at the
cadtle. | had not been expecting you to pop out of the granite like that. But now I’ ve had timeto adjust to
your presence. The Black Root has strengthened me againgt your pretty little song.”

“You'll not haveus” Neglahnwarned. “1 will fight with every spark of lifeinme.”

Thisearned another laugh. “Y ou’' ve grown full of yoursdf, little one. But itisnot you | want.” Thefigure's
gaze swung to the child held by Mycelle, then back to Ne€' [ahn. “1 want the boy... My

boy
Nee' lahn jerked a step back. “ Y -your boy?’

Againthelaugh. “1 thought you said you knew me, Neg'lahn.” The smoky figure coal esced tighter,
firming the vague form into someone familiar.

“Cecelia” Nee'lahn gasped, stunned. Rodricko stepped forward. “ The keeper of the Grove.” Nee'lahn
moaned. No wonder her song had been thwarted. Before Cecdlia s corruption, the elder’ s age had
numbered in centuries. She wasthe wisest of the nyphai, full of knowledge and guile.

The wraith glanced down at the woodwright. “ Areyou still here?” She glided closer. Rodricko swung his
save. “No!” Nee'lahn cdled out.

The branch swept into the shadowed woman. Violet light again flared, but thistime no harm was doneto
thewraith. Cecdliasmiled, staring down at the wooden crutch imbedded in her chest. “Y our tree’ s spirit
cannot harm me. Our two spirits have mingled. We areone.” A tendril of darkness swept out of the
woman’ s chest to wrap lovingly around the branch.

“Get back, Rodricko!” Nee'lahn urged.
“I...  can’'t move...”
Thewraith smiled. “I smdl your spirit in the wood, brave knight.

J-1asit been feeding on you? Such acrud act, dragging out the inevitable so dowly. Let me show you the
benevolence of the Dark One.* The tendril spasmed on the branch, and Rodricko fell to hisknees.

In less than a heartbest, the woodwright’ s life was sucked through the branch and into the dread wraith.
He shriveled with a scream on hislips, then tumbled dead to the snowy ground, atwisted, empty shell.
The tree branch (dl to cindersin hishand.

“A shame. Solittlelifewas|eft in him,” the demoness whined, kicking aside the branch. “It did nothing
but whet my appetite.”

Nee lahn felt her legs weaken. “Rodricko’ sfamily served you for generations. What have you become?’



Krai appeared at her side, holding her up. “Do not ook for answers here. Sheislost to the Black Heart,
twisted to hiswill.”

“Twisted?” Theforest rang with her laughter and bitterness. “L ook around you, man of the mountains. It
wasthe Land itsdlf that twisted my forest. Thegrief, theloss... it isunimaginable. And when Neeg' lahn’s
dying tree summoned me, the pain grew a hundredfold. | could not stand it, touching the pure spirit with
my taint.” A mournful wail blew up into the sky.

Around Nee'lahn, her companionsfdl to their knees at the despairing cry. Only Nee lahn remained
ganding.

Cecdlid s keening moan dowly died away. She continued in aquieter voice. “1n my weak and
defenseless state, the Black Root found me. | let him do what he wished. What did it matter any longer?
Afterward | was glad that I’ d not fought. The Black Root’ s touch unwove what was tangled by the
Land' s curse. Hisfire returned my mind and revedled my true enemy.”

“And what enemy isthat?’ Nee'lahn asked.

Thewraith stared hard at her. “The Land, my dear! The crud, harsh, unforgiving Land. The Black Root
promised vengeance. | used my skillsto gather the Grim to our mutual cause, to bring down the
Northwall, to guard the paths up into the mountains. Nothing must interfere with hisdesign.” Nee'lahn
stood stunned. Mycelle spoke up, still on her kneesin the snow. “What does he plan to do?’

Cecdlid s eyes shone with madness. “He [l makethe Land wail asmy sstersdo. Twigt it the sameas my
handsome forest.”

After astunned moment, Mycelle dowly stood. “ And what of this child? What role does he play?’

This question seemed to shake the demoness. Her gaze fixed on the swaddled child held in the
shape-shifter’sarms. “He... he smine”

Mycelle remained quiet, then whispered. “ The Dark Lord doesn’t know about your child, does he?
Y ou’ ve kept a secret from your master.”

Thefiguretrembled. “He... hé smine,” she repeated.
“Your last bit of purity,” Mycelle pressed.
The edges of the shadow began to fray.

Nee lahn stepped forward, sensing aweakness to probe. She tenderly stroked the [ut€' s strings. The
music wafted so gently that no human ear could hear it. She wove an ancient song—of birth and deeth,
the cycle of life. Digtracted, the wraith seemed unaware of it.

“Let ustakethe child from here,” Mycelle urged. “ Take him where the Blight can never touch him.”

Thewraith hesitated, becoming more cloud than woman. “ Thereis no such place. Not until the Black
Root destroys the Land. Only then will the boy be able to grow hale and straight.”

Mycelle nodded her understanding. “ L et us keep him safe until that day.”
“Heissafest with me. No harm will cometo him.”

“But how can you be so sure? Did you escape the Blight? Did your ssters? The Dire Fell poses the most
risk to the boy. Hisonly safety liesin escaping here, as Nee lahn did.” The black cloud swirled in



indecision.

Nee'|ahn continued to weave her song around the wraith, gently drawing out the motherly ingtincts of this
tainted creature, holding tight to that seed of sanity buried deep inside.

“I can't... | can’'t part with him,” the wraith moaned. Mycelle persisted. “Would you rather the boy was
raised on the wails of the Grim or the pure woodsong of Nee'lahn’s lute? Which ismorelikely to leave
the child hale? Y ou’ ve produced something new, something wondrous, something pure. Let ushelp you
protect it.”

Nee'lahn complemented Mycelle swords with her music. She wove theimage of autumn leavesfdling,
crumbling back to soil and loam, feeding the next generation, preparing the forest floor for new sprouts.
The cycle of life ssacrifice. The dead giving back to theliving- The selfless act of love and birth.

Something finaly broke insde the wraith. The dark cloud blew into the air, coursing over thelake. “Take
the child,” the wraith wailed. “ Take my boy from here.”

Her cry spread acrossthe sky, shattering the wall of wraiths. Astheill’ guard demoness flew through the
forest, her sstersfollowed, only too glad to flee.

Nee' lahn crossed and “knelt by Rodncko’ s body. She touched his cheek gently, wishing him asafe
journey to the next world, and silently thanked him for al he had done. His sacrifice, as much as any, had
brought this new life out of adead forest.

Mycelle stepped near Nee' lahn, watching the darkness shred apart around them. * Cecdliais mad and
not to be trusted. It took your music to sway her to her own nobler instincts.”

Nee' lahn raised her eyebrows as she stood, surprised Mycelle had heard her lute.

“I have the ears of ashape-shifter,” she explained. “I heard your song plying Cecdlia swill. But we can’t
trust your enchantment holding for long, especialy when she redizes where we' re headed. She could turn
back on usin a heartbeat.”

“Then let us be gone far from here before that happens,” Nee'lahn said, and dipped the lute over her
shoulder. Her armsfree, she took the child from Mycelle. Ne€ lahn stared down into the tiny face, then
back up at her tree, dead but still stately. Tearswelled.

“Do you wish amoment to say good-bye to your home?’

Nee lahn turned her back and stepped away, holding the child close. “ Thiswood isno longer my home.
Lok’ a’heraisdead. All that | love, | carry with me now.”

Mogweed' slegs ached, and hislungs burned both from the cold and the air’ s thinness. He stared ahead
at the narrow mountain trail. It wound up and up, higher and higher. For the six days since leaving the
Dire Fdl, the group had been continualy climbing upward. There were only brief respiteswhen the trail
wound down into ashort valey. Otherwise, for league after league, they climbed the granite peaks of
Alased s northernmost mountains.

But a least they had left the Grim behind in their twisted homeand. Here aforest of pine and redwood
towered around them, boles as stiraight as arrows, limbs hanging heavy with snow.



It had been such a cheerful sight once they had climbed from the woods, but within aday’ stravel, they
had come upon their first mountain hamlet. 1t had been torched. Singed chimneys stood amid burned and
cracked timber, and heads had been staked in the town’s central square—clear work of marauding

d warf raiders. Any hope of replenishing their supplies died asthey tromped through the sacked hamlet.
The only boon gleaned from the township was a scraggly, bone-thin pony found in the near woods.

After discovering the ruined hamlet, Kral had guided the group from the wide Ice Trail, deeming it unsafe.
“ After bringing down the Wall,” Krai had said, “I’d wager the d' warves have cleared all the townships
along the road here, fortifying the main approach to the Citadel. There' Il be lookouts and guard posts dl
along the main pass. We Il belesslikely to be spotted on the smaller, steeper back trails.”

So the group had | ft the gentler, wider trailsfor the winding, cliff-hugging tracks. Near the head of the

group, Ne€ lahn rode the thin pony, nestled over the small child. She was the only one light enough for

the small horseto carry. Mogweed scowled at the nyphal. He was not that much heavier than she was.
Besides, the pony would have served them al better if it had been daughtered and sun-cured. With the
hamlets sacked, their supplies had dwindled rapidly.

At lagt, asthe sun fell behind aridge of snow-tipped pesks, My-cdlelifted an am, sgnding the end of
the day’ strek. “We'll set up camp near the siream,” she called out, and pointed to where a creek
chattered dong aseries of short fals off to theright.

“Thank the Sweet Mother,” Mogweed mumbled. His thighs and calves were cramped knots. He
sumbled away from the thin deer trail and followed the othersto the flat shelf.

The camp was quickly assembled. After so long on the road, everyone knew their duties. Krai dug out a
fire pit and cleared the dead pine needles from around the night’ s hearth. Bedrollswere laid out around it.
Meric and Tyrus gathered wood and kindling, while Ne€ |ahn fetched water. Mogweed fished through
the packsfor their cooking gear and their dwindling fodder. He snatched a bit of hard cheese and
popped it into his mouth, then pulled out some strips of dried mutton.

Mycedle stepped to Mogweed' s side. He had to swallow his stolen tidbit quickly, but the woman's eyes
were on the forest. “Have you seen any sign of your brother?’

Mogweed frowned. “No, not sncelast night.”
“Fardale must be hunting wide off our trail. But I’ d be happier knowing he was safe.”

Mogweed straightened with apan in hand. “He' s safer in the wood than with us. Out there, heisjust
another loneforest cresture.”

“It' snot the dangers of the forest that worry me.” Mycelle glanced back to him. “I1t'shisown will. The
wolf insde draws closeto daming him completely.”

“WEe ve another moon at least before we settle.”

Mycdlle craned her neck toward the twilight skies. The moon hung full above. “I hope you'reright.” She
Staked away.

A chill crept through Mogweed as he searched the surrounding forest. Where was Fardae? His brother
had never disappeared for afull day before. And last night, before dinking off to hunt the dark
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forest, Fardae had turned to him, sending fuzzy images. They had made no sense. Even his eyes had not



glowed as bright. Mycdle wasright. The wolf was near to claiming him completely.

Mogweed, at least, wore a human form and was less prone to such urges. It was known that the wilder
the beast, the quicker someone settled. Still, Mogweed could not dismiss that he had grown more and
more comfortablein his current body. He recalled how t first his sdlow and thin-limbed form had
grated, how even wearing boots had chafed him with each step. But now, after so long, Mogweed wore
his body with ease. In fact, he had grown to be possessve of it, and the fervency of hislongingsto melt
from thisflesh into another shape had dimmed. And even when he did crave to shape stronger legs or
sprout awarmer pdlt, it was aways with the knowledge that he' d return to this same body.

Mogweed shivered. As much as he wanted to ignore these changesin perspective, he knew in his heart
what it meant. He, too, was close to sttling. The human in him threatened histrue heritage. Even Mycelle
understood Fardale better than he did. Not only were Fardal€' s sendings coarser, Mogweed' s ability to
recelve was fading.

Mogweed stared up at the moon, full and bright in the darkening sky. One more moon... then all islost

“Quit stargazing,” Krai grumbled, off to the side. “ Get the cooking gear over here.”

Mogweed turned and saw the mountain man had aready managed to raiseasmall fire. With pots and
pansin hand, Mogweed moved to Krai’ sside. The large man fed sticksinto the flames, his black beard
dripping astheice melted from itsdark curls.

“Where sthat eVv’'in with somered wood?’ Krai said. “I can’t hold this flame without something more
subgtantid to feed itshunger.” The mountain man' s eyes shone with amatching smolder.

Mogweed st his pots and pans down and stepped away, not turning his back. He had lived al hislifein
the deep forest, and even though he was close to settling, his woodland ingtincts were deeply ingtilled. He
sensed something wild and savage in the tall man. And like Fardae, each day the beastly nature seemed
to grow stronger, less hidden. Mogweed had assumed it was because they neared Tor Amon, the
mountain folk’ s ancient homelands; perhapsthat had Krai’ s old animosities burning brighter. But when
near the man, as now, Mogweed was less sure of this explanation.
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“I... I'll golook for Meric and Tyrus. Help them gather more wood.”

“Make sure they each bring an armload,” Krai growled, his eyes on the skies now. “We' |l see snow
tonight, and the cold will grow savage.”

Mogweed nodded and moved away. He had no intention of looking for the others. That was not his
chore. Besides, the woods had grown dark, and there was no way he was going to search for the others
in those deep shadows. Instead, once out of direct sight of Krai, Mogweed dinked toward theriver. He
heard the voices of Nee lahn and Mycelle. Moving on histoes, he crept close enough to overhear.

“How’ slittle Rodricko doing?’ Mycelle asked, referring to the nypha male child. Nee'lahn had named
the child after the old dead woodwright. Mycelle scooped apail into the stream and hauled it out.

Ne€ lahn took the pail from her with ashy smile. “ The-babe fareswell and draws strength from my tree's
spirit.” With her free hand, Ne€ |ahn hitched the babe’ s ding higher, then touched her chest. “But he's
not the only one. My own breasts have begun their swelling. They’ Il be ready to suckle by thetime he
drops his birth seed.”



“And how much longer will that be?” Mycelle asked, picking up a second pail dopping with fresh water.
“It'shard to say. But no longer than a couple moons.” bo soon?

Nee [ahn nodded. The two women moved in the direction of Mogweed' s hiding spot. He scrambled
behind a granite outcropping so as not to be seen, then followed them back to camp.

From his new vantage under the boughs of aredwood, Mogweed spied upon the entire campsite. Meric
and Tyrus had returned with ample wood, and Krai fed hisfires. Nee' lahn placed her pail of water down
nearby, then settled to a stone seat and gently rocked the babe in her arms.

Mycelle moved away from the flames and brought her pail to the tethered pony. It ignored the water and
continued to tug on the scraggly patches of green grasses. Mycelle wiped her hands and stared up at the
full moon. Even from his roost, Mogweed saw her sigh heavily, eye the camp, then dip off to the side.

Mogweed' slipsthinned. He knew what she was about to do. He moved silently around, keeping
Mycellein sght. When he wanted Mogweed could dip as slently through the woods as hiswolfish
brother. ,

Mycelle crossed back to the stream’ s edge, then tossed her cloak across adab of flat granite. Next she
worked off her swords' belts and unbuttoned her lesthers. Shortly she stood only in her linen
underclothes—then, obliviousto the cold, she shed even these, adding them to the pile of her garments.
Once naked, she settled cross-legged atop her cloak.

Mogweed squirmed at the sight of her. Hefdt stirringsin hisloins, arush of heat, and licked hisdry lips.
His eyeswandered over her curves and her long, muscled legs. He hunkered down for a better [ook.

Asshe sat, it was easy to see that Mycelle was not completely naked. Twisted around her upper arm,
she still wore the rainbow-banded snake, the paka golo.

Mycdlle glanced to the moon again, staring & it for along moment.

AsMogweed had hoped, it was time—time once more for Mycelle to renew hersdf with the snake's
poison. Carefully, Mycelle teased the tiny paka golo from its perch and onto her hand. It squirmed with
clear agitation. It, too, sensed the moment had drawn near once again.

Mogweed swallowed in anticipation, his eyesfixed on what wasto come.

Mycelle lifted the snake and brought it to her throat, craning her neck to bare the tender flesh at its
crook. The paka golo writhed in her fingers, itstiny tongue flickering. It drew back to strike, jaws
opening, fangs unhinging to expose their lengths.

Mogweed did not see the serpent lash out. One moment it stood poised; then the next its jaws were
fastened to Mycdll€ sthroat. M ogweed watched the snake spasm as it pumped its poison into her.

Sowly the woman toppled backward limply, armsfaling loosdly to the side. Where the snake had
struck, Mycell€ s flesh melted as the poison spread. First her neck and shoulder dissolved into an
amorphous shape, an amber-hued gel that flowed and churned. Then, as the poison spread outward, so
did the transformation. Her naked form melted like awax doll placed too near the flames.

ames Clemens



Mogweed s figts clenched with both frustration and desire. Here was the true form of the 5’ lura. How he
longed to melt himsdf and share with Mycelle. The man in him had responded to her naked form; now
hiss’ luran half rang out with desire. Mogweed could barely contain himself. Swest pebbled over his
skin. Hisblood rushed, his heartbeat thudding heavy in his chest. But he was not the one to share this
moment.

The paka golo, floating atop the gelatinous amber mass of Mycelle, now sank into her depths, swimming
through her, insde her. Through the trand ucency, M ogweed watched the snake sweep and contort in
S-shaped waves. Mycell€ s flesh seemed to ripple in response. Where the snake passed, the amber hues
brightened. Soon her entire form glowed.

Once this was accomplished, the snake surfaced again, rising like adiver and floating atop Mycelle' s
body. Sowly therippling and churning camed, and aform began to reshape itself out of chaos. Ina
matter of moments, limbs were sculpted again, and abody of smooth curves re-formed.

Mycelle was reborn again. Her lips parted, and she gasped her first bresth. With her chest heaving, she
remained upon her cloak, eyes ill closed asthe transformation wound to completion. The paka golo
again perched upon her upper arm, coiling into place.

Mogweed trembled at the sight of her. Then something cold touched the flushed skin of his cheek.
Mogweed yelled and tumbled backward, hisarm raised in protection.

A large dark shape loomed over him. It took him a shuddering heartbest to recognize his brother.
Fardde sattled to his haunches, tongue hanging loosely in wolfish amusement.

Mogweed sat up and cuffed hisbrother, but his blow was shaky.
“Who'sout there?’ arasped voice called. It was Mycelle.

Mogweed cringed amoment, then scrambled to hisfeet. “It... it'sjust me! I'vefound Fardale” He
moved forward asif he had just arrived. “1 thought you' d like to know.”

Pushing aside abranch, hefound Mycelle dready dressed in her linen underclothes. She nodded to him,
eyes exhausted, then turned to her piled garments. “It’ sgood to see you again, Fardae.”

The treewolf growled in acknowledgment, then crossed to the stream and drank heartily.

Mycelle and Mogweed shared a glance. Both had noted Fardal€' s or mental greetings. He did not even
try to communicatein the s’ luran way any longer.

Muzzle still dripping, Fardae crossed to a bush and raised hisleg. His hot stream steamed in the
evening'scold.

Again Mycelle glanced to Mogweed, an eyebrow raised. Mogweed stared in shock at his brother’s
casud action. Once done, Fardd e lifted his nose, sniffed the air, then loped toward camp, clearly drawn
by the scent of the night’s stew pot.

Mycdletugged on her leggings. “Fardaleis closeto full wolf. Areyou sure you still have another moon's
time before you both settle?” Mogweed remembered his own response to Mycell€ s naked form. He had
wanted so desperately to take her like aman. Even now, he was glad his own cloak hid how much he
dtill felt that way. “1... | don’'t know. No on€e' s been cursed like us before.”

Mycelle touched his shoulder, and M ogweed had to fight down a shudder of desire. “If thereisaway to
gopthis we ll findit.”



Mogweed nodded and stepped away. He glanced at her snake as she retrieved her jerkin. Hiseyes
narrowed as a sudden flare of frustrated anger burned through his desires. It was not fair that Mycelle
had been given back her shape-shifting gifts by the serpent. She had voluntarily settled into her human
form but was till given this second chance.

The snake seemed to sense his gaze and lifted itstiny head. Their eyes met. A tongue flickered out a
him, tasting the air between them.

Mogweed' s eyes narrowed, remembering the flow of Mycelle sflesh. For the thousandth time, he
wondered if some clueto his own problem was not hidden under his own nose. The old healer, Mama
Freda, had claimed that the snake wastied to Mycelle since her resurrection, and its magick was linked
soldy to her spirit. But what if that link were somehow broken? What if a new link could be forged ?

Mycelle straightened and pulled into her jerkin. “We should get back to camp.”
Mogweed nodded. He waited until she was fully dressed, then followed her down, watching her back.

Ashe grode, anew desiretook hold of his heart: not the lusts of a man, but something darker. What if
thelink could be broken?

Perched in the limbs of a massive redwood, Meric counted the dwarves passing below. Ten. It wasthe
second patrol the party had come upon as they neared Tor Amon. And like the other, this group had its
guard down. The patrol’ s guttural laughter and loud voices had carried down the mountain pass, giving
plenty of warning to Meric'sgroup. Up here, the d warves had grown lax. Then again, why shouldn’t
they? Between the Grim of the Fell and their own entrenched armies at Castle Mryl, what did they need
to fear out here? Who could threaten them?

Meric lifted ahand and cupped hislips. Helet out apiercing cry of anice eagle. In response, Fardale
burst from behind aholly bush and rushed the last d' warf in the party. He dashed the warrior’ s hamstring
and was gonein ablur of shadowed fur. Thewounded d’' warf yelled and tumbled to hisface. Hisfellow
soldiers swung around.

With their attention diverted, Meric legped from his perch and touched just enough of hiswind magick to
dow hisfal to agraceful swoop. In hishands, apair of crosshows hummed astheir bolts shot free. One
gruck the eye of ad warf; the other ripped through another’ sthroat. Meric landed lightly in apile of pine
needles, tossing aside his bows and sweeping out histhin sword. He stabbed the closest d’ warf, moving
faster than an eye could follow.

Behind the party, Kra and Tyrus suddenly appeared—one dark asthe forest’ s gloom, the other bright as
amorning sun. The men rushed the unprotected rear guard with ax and sword. Asthey struck, Mycelle
stepped from thetrail’ sside to dice into the patrol’ s flank with her twin swords.

Caught by surprise, most fell with their wegpons still sheaethed. The daughter was quick and savage. Krai
cleaved through with hisdire ax, blood and gore fountaining around him as he waded through the
shattered patrol. Mycelle and Tyrus danced behind him, finishing off what the mountain man left in his
wake.

Meric saw ad warf break from the pack. This one was dimmer and longer legged than his companions.
A runner, no more than ayoungster. Eyes wild with terror, he raced back up thetrail, clearly hoping to
rasethe alarm, hoping to live. Meric lowered his blade and shook his head.

Asthe d' warf fled up the deer trall, roots rose to tangle hisfeet. He crashed to hisface, but to his credit,
he rolled quickly back to hisfeet. But it was aready too late. Fardae legped silently out of the brush and



tore out the young d’ warf’ sthroat.

Meric turned away asthewolf dispatched ther’ unner. Around him, the d warf patrol lay torn upon the
woodland trall, blood steaming in the cold morning air. A d warf dowly tried to crawl away, moaning, his
right arm cleaved off at the elbow. Tyrus stepped behind him and removed his head with a double-fisted
blow of hissword. The Mrylian prince remained expressionless.

Nee lahn stepped from the cover of a hawthorn bush, the babein her arms. Mogweed came with her.
Nee lahn lifted an arm, and the roots that had tripped the d’ warf runner sank back into the loamy soil.
She sared at the daughter with numb eyes. Findly, sheturned away. “I1t’ snot right,” she mumbled.

Krai searched through the dead, recovering satchels of foodstuffs, checking weapons. He straightened.
His beard was soaked with blood, dripping. Meric winced. Nee' lahn had spoken truthfully: this was not
right. He remembered the d’ warf party accompanying Elenato Gul’ gotha, the prisoners who had been
freed of the Dark Lord sreign by the sight of the Try’ sil hammer. This same party was no less tainted,
bent to the will of the Black Beast of Gul’ gotha. Wasit right to kill them—he stared at the light in Krai's
eyes—and to take so much pleasure from it?

Meric sighed and sheathed his wegpon. What choice did they have? The Weirgate hidden at the Citadel
had to be destroyed.

After hiding the bodies, the group gathered and continued up thetrail. Fardde, tail in the air, swept ahead
to scent out any further dangers.

The day stretched forever in the endless climb upward, but as the sun sank toward the shadowed
western peeks, the party findly reached the height of the pass.

Meric was one of the first to reach the vantage point. A huge open valey stretched ahead, so widethe
far peaks were bardly discernable. Heavy mists hung in tattered shreds, bits of white against the dark
pines. But al thiswasjust aframefor the true wonder of the highland basin.

Beow, dl but filling the valley’ s bowl, was a gigantic mountain lake, midnight blue and asglassy asa
mirror—Tor Amon. Mogweed gasped as he stepped forward. “ Sweet Mother.”

JAMESLIEMEKS

Meric understood his surprise. Spanning the greet 1ake of Tor Amon was amassive arch of granite. It
crested over the waters, itslegs risng from the waters themsalves, its surfaces wind-scoured smooth. But
its uppermost heights, its pinnacle, had been carved into agreat castle of turrets, balustrades, and
sweeping walls. Throughout the structure, torches glowed from windows and walls.

“The ancient home of the mountain folk,” Krai said, hisvoice cracking, hiseyes fixed on the high castle,
“The Citadd of thelce Throne.”

“It' swondrous,” Ne€ lahn said, climbing off her scrawny pony.

The arch and castle not only climbed the skies, but were aso reflected in the still waters of the lake
below, cregting theilluson of acontinuous circle. It was indeed awondrous sight—but not without a
certain starkness. Below the arch, under the castl€' s battlements, hung massiveicicles, formed from
centuries of mists dripping from the sone and freezing in the thin, frigid air. They stretched toward the
watersfar below, their surfaces glinting in the last rays of sun like theicy fangs of some mountain beest.

Meric shivered, sensing the dark hunger flowing out from the place.



And he was not the only one. Tyrus scowled at the high castle. *It' sout there. | can smdll it.”
“What?" Mycelle asked at hisside.

“The griffin,” the prince answered. “ The Weirgate. Can't you fed it? A throbbing sickness, likea
festering, feverish wound.”

Meric nodded. “1 senseit, too. A black hunger drawing off al life here. A holein thefabric of the
universe”

“I don't fed anything but the cold,” Mogweed said, histeeth chattering.
“Neither do|,” Mycdlesaid. “Areyou sure?’

A smdl muffled wall sartled them dl. They swung around. The babein Neg lahn’'sarmscried, and its
tiny limbs fought and kicked at its buntings. “ The seed child fedsit, too. Asdo|.” She dipped back and
sought to quiet the child.

Mycdlle turned questioning eyesto Kral.

He nodded. “ An evil worse than any d’ warf has possessed the castle.”
Mycelle glanced around the group. “But only the dementasfed it.”
WITCH

“What do you mean?’ Meric asked.

“Mogweed and | sense nothing out of sorts. But al of you do.” Her eyes narrowed as she returned to her
sudy of thevaley.

Meric pondered her words, then spoke? “ Elena did mention that the Weirgates were tuned to magick
and those who boreit. It has the capability of not only sucking magicka energiesinto itsdark heart, but
even people, if they are strongly enough imbued with magick.”

“Likethose with dementd gifts”

He nodded. “Er'ril wastaken. Tyrus, too, briefly. And if we are to believe what was learned back at
A’loaGlen, even the spirit of Chi himsdlf istrapped insde.”

“Thenyou'redl themost a risk,” Mycdle said. “If we are to destroy this gate, then only Mogweed,
Fardde, and | can approach the griffin safely.”

“But how will any of usdestroy it?” Meric said, voicing aconcern that had been nagging at him sincethe
journey had begun. “If it can smply absorb our magick, how can we hopeto fight it?”

Kra stepped forward asthe sun finaly sank away, adark figure againgt the gloom. He hefted hisax in his
hand. “ All this chattering is not getting us astep closer. No matter what happens, | will find away to
carvethisevil from the Citadd’ s heart. The Ice Thronewill belong to the mountain folk again.”

Mycelle sghed. “Kral isright. Nothing can be accomplished from here. We have no choice but to go
on.”

With the matter settled, the party headed down thetrail leading into the valey. With the way downhill
from here, Nee'lahn freed her pony, fearing it might be more a burden than an asset, and continued on



foot. Meric helped her, taking her lute wrapped in its protective furs over his own shoulder.

After abit, Mogweed dipped up to the head of theline, holding his cloak tight around histhin figure. He
nodded ahead. “ And has anyone considered how we re going to reach the castle? If it' s guarded by
d warves and atop a peak of arched stone...”

“Thereisaway indde,” Kra answered.
“What way?” Mogweed asked.
“The path by which my people fled the castle, five centuries ago.”

Snow again came with the night, blowing and gusting in swirls around the party asthey huddled in their
cloaks and moved silently along the rocky beach. They hid in the shadows of the overhanging trees.

Krai led theway, his eyes narrowed, his beastly senses stretching outward. Full night had descended,
and the lake waters were as black as oil. Krai stared at the white snow sweeping across the dark face of
Tor Amon. Pausing, he sniffed the breeze. A storm was coming—atrue blizzard.

“We must increase our pace,” he hissed to Mycelle behind him. She grimaced. “1t' s more important to be
cautious.” Kral stared out into the deeper forest that covered the valley floor. On the way to Tor Amon,
they had come upon severd d'warf encampments, but with their campfires, they were easy to spot and
avoid. Even the occasiond patrol was easily sidestepped, due to the d warves continued lax guard.
Presently, the woods remained dark and silent.

“I suspect dl our hens are nested for the night,” he answered. “D’warves don't like the cold. They'll have
their heads tucked tight tonight.”

“Still, it paysto be cautious,” Meric said, overhearing them. “We don't want to wake the whole
henhouse.”

“A gormiscoming,” Krai growled, angry. “A mountain killer.”
Meric glanced across the lake to the north. “1 senseit, too, but the blizzard might cover our approach.”

Kra shook his head, icicles clinking in hisfrozen beard. *'Y ou might know the skies, ev’in. But you know
nothing of the mountains. What comesthis night will freeze you where you stand. We must be off the lake
beforeit strikes.”

“How much longer?’
Krai cocked hishead. Already the winds were beginning to howl.
“Not long.”

Mycelle nodded forward. “ Set the pace. We'll keep up.” Asthey continued, Mycelle drifted back to
aert the others. Meric kept pace with Krai. After another league had passed under their feet, the snow
began to fall thicker, now sticking in heavy flakesto the shoreline and tree limbs, accumulating quickly.

Meric spoke up, shaking snow from his cloak like abird ruffling
Wit ch (j ateitsfeathers. “How much farther to this secret path into your mountain Citadel ?’

“Wenear it now,” Kra grumbled, not wishing to talk. With nightfall, the beast ingde him grew in
grerfgth. 1t was difficult to ignore and harder to keep in check, especidly with the dark magicks swirling



throughout the valley.
“Where?’ Meric persisted.

Krai pointed out into the water, to where the nearest leg of the arch swept out of the lake and climbed
high into the sky. The base was as thick around as most castles. From here, a stout wooden bridge could
be seen linking the shore to the arch’ sleg. Torcheslit an iron door in asheltered acove. Kra knew it led
to along stair that wound up inside the stone arch to the distant castle above.

“Thebridgeisunguarded,” Meric noted with surprise.

“The Citadd protectsitsdlf. It takes astrong man ahdf day to climb to the castle heights. None can
sneak upon it unawares.” Kra pointed to thetiny lights that dotted the sweeping leg of the arch.
“Lookouts and guard posts line the sairs al the way to the top. What isthe need to watch asingle
door?’

Meric nodded, but his eyes remained narrowed with worry.

Asthey continued, Krai stared out at the giant granite arch. Now so close, Krai could sense both powers
here—not only the dark power that thrilled through him, but also a deeper, more sonorous beat. Krai
knew thisvoice. It wasthe call of the mountain roots, the deep vastness of stone. It vibrated up from
below, chiming through the arch.

It was this same call that had first summoned the nomadic clans of the northern mountains, gathering the
myriad Flames, the clans, to this place. It had taken his people afull century to mine out the tunnel that
led to the arch’ s heights. The upper arch had originally been used as an ancient lookout for guarding the
entirevaley, amutua means of defense when the lands were wild and wars frequent. But eventuadly the
lookout’ sroost grew into afull castle and the many clans became one, united under the Senta FHlame,
Kra’sown family clan.

But that was no more. Kra gripped hisax in aniron hold.

Five centuries ago, the d warves had come, armed with dark magicks and accompanied by monsters of
thefoulest ilk. The clans had no defenses against such forces. His people were shattered into indi-vidual
families and scattered throughout the mountains, nomads again.

Krai listened again to the deep cdl of the Citadel. The pain was amost too much to bear. Even the beast
insde him cowered fromit, retreating deep into his heart.

“How are we going to get up to the top without being seen?’
Meric asked.

“By not going up™ Krai answered, and turned to the dark waters of Tor Amon. The group gathered
behind him. He tossed aside hiswinter cloak. ” From here, | must go doneto seeif the old path remains

open.”

“Go where?” Mycelle asked, joining them again. Krai stripped out of his outerwear until he stood only in
his linen underclothes. He ignored the cold breezes across his naked flesh. He held his ax for amoment,
then reluctantly added it to his pile of discarded clothes. “ Someone gather up my gear. Take it with you.”

“Where?” Mycdlle asked again, growing angry now. “ Enough of these half answers. Speek straight.”

Krai turned to her. “Y ou and the others go ahead. Cross the wood bridge to the arch’ siron entry. Hide



inthe door’ s shadows until 1 comefor you.”

“And where are you going?’ Mogweed asked, shivering. Kral turned again to the lake and pointed to the
arch'sreflection in the dark waters, lit by moonglow through the thickening clouds and the torchlight of
the castle sheights. “I go to claim my birthright.” He glanced back to Lord Tyrus. “Asthe Land gave
your family the gift to melt stone into water and swim through it, so the Land had given my family the
mirror to your magick: to turn water back to stone.”

“I don’t understand what—"

Krai ignored their confused expressons. It was smpler to show them—that is, if the Land il
remembered his clan and the oaths spoken long ago. Before anyone el se could speak, he doveinto the
frigid waters, diving for the reflection of the arch in the midnight waters, praying the Land had along

memoary.

Thewater’ s cold struck him like ahammer to the chest. As his head crested back out of the water, he bit
back a gasp and fought his muscles, which cramped from the water’ sicy grip. He kicked and swept his
arms, swimming for the shimmering reflection of the archway.

He paused to glance behind him. The group stood stunned on the shoreline. He waved an arm angrily at
them, and Mycelle quickly guided the othersto gather histhings and move toward the bridge farther
down the shore.

Kra returned his attention back to his own responsbility. Kicking smoothly, he drove hard for the distant
reflection, afiery glinting on the waters from the Citadd’ storches far overhead. Asthe cold sank through
to hisbones and hislimbs grew leaden, Krai worried that he was on afool’ s errand. Thiswas surely
madness.

But ashefindly struggled into thefiery reflection of the castle, the waters grew warmer around him. At
firdt, Kra thought it was merdly his own exertion warming his muscles, but soon the waters grew much
too warm to ignore.

Tears choked histhroat. The Land remembered... Fearing the miracle might disappear, Krai took a
deep breath and dove into the depths. Under him, aglow spread deep into the water. Far below, he saw
the fiery image of the Citadel reflected in the dark depths. He stared in wonder at the mirror image of his
ancient homeland. Even ashimmering arch could be seen reflected in the watery depths, reaching up like
welcoming stone arms. He remembered hisfirst view of the valey: the archway spanning the lake, while
at thesametime, reflected in it, forming acomplete circle. Half stone, haf illuson.

Invigorated by the sight, Krai kicked and drove for the closest leg of the ghostly arch. Asheneared it, a
twinge of doubt again flared. What wasthisfolly? What was he doing? Surdly it was just old family
dories, old clantales...

He reached a hand toward the shimmering reflection—and hisfingerstouched stone.

Mycelle led her party cautioudy around a granite outcropping. The bridge lay ahead. It appeared
unwatched, but she held up ahand for silence as she listened, then waved Fardae forward to check the
fringeforest for spies. They al huddled in the lee of the boulder, out of the worst of the fierce wind.
Mycelle glanced around her. The otherswere dl shivering, cloaks dusted with clinging snow. Krai had
been most correct in his assessment of the weather. They needed shelter from this storm as soon as

possible.
She stepped back around the boulder into the teeth of the snowstorm and searched for Krai. Therewas



no sign of him. The waters had grown still again. Where was he? What was he up to? Her earlier
misgivingsflared. Since entering the valey, the tiny snake on her arm would hiss and squeeze with his
approach, clearly agitated, offering some strange warning. Could Krai be fully trusted? For the
thousandth time, she wished she il retained the gift of seeking, the ability to sense the dementd energy
in another, but it was gone with her rebirth. In such matters, she was as blind as any other. Still, gift or
not, something had changed in him, of this she was certain. But had they not al changed on thislong

journey?
Lord Tyrustouched her shoulder. “Fardal€ s back from his search.”

Putting aside her suspicions, she nodded and followed the man back to the others. Nee'lahn huddled
over her baby, while Mogweed |eaned near Fardale.

“I can't understand you,” Mogweed hissed &t his brother.
Mycdlle placed ahand on the thin man’ sshoulder. “Let metry.”

Both Fardale and Mogweed glanced up at her. The amber glow in their eyes, once so bright, was now
the barest glimmer. They were both closeto sttling.

Mycelle knelt before Fardale, placing ahand on his shoulder. “What did you find?’
A kaleidoscope of images swept across her mind' seye.
“Concentrate, Fardae.”

A deep whine flowed from histhroat, but the images dowed their spin: Two d’ warvish guards... hidden
in a smoky alcove in a tumble of rocks... crouched around a small brazier of glowing coals.

Mycelle straightened. “ Spies watch the bridge from forest’ sedge.” She turned back to the wolf. “Can
you take usthere?’

Fardale didn’t bother to answer, just spun on apaw, ready to lead the way. Mycelle quickly nodded to
Tyrus. “Y ou come with me. Meric, you nock up acrossbow and watch over the others.”

Thev’in nodded. Tyrus stepped to her side, his hand resting on his sword' s hilt.

With awave, Mycdlle sent Farda e off, then she and Tyrusfollowed. They weredl skilled a moving
unseen, unheard. In ashort time, Mycelle made out the week glow of the makeshift camp shining from a
tumble of boulders. It was agood vantage point: high enough to watch the bridge, but sheltered to keep
the lookouts hidden.

With silent hand gestures, Mycelle passed instructions. Farda e flashed across the cave s entrance,
making sure he was spotted, then dashed off again. A startled grumble erupted from the cave. One of the
pair of d'warves bumbled to the entrance, weaving abit on hisfeet, awine flask gripped by itsleather
neck in his hand. It seemed the glowing coals were not enough to keep this bored pair warm.

The d warf ssumbled another step out to make sure the wolf was gone. Fardale had vanished, but not
Tyrus. Thetal prince stepped before the d warf and drove his sword through the startled guard’ s neck.
Blood sprayed across the white snow, matching the doshing wine that flowed from the flask he dropped.
Tyrus snatched the d warf’ s cloak and tumbled him away from the acove s opening. His crash was not
Slent.

“Did ye get thefurry beast?” hiscompanion caled out, durring in hisd warvish tongue. “I could use me



some hot, bloody mest.”

Mycelle kept her post on the opposite side of the shelter’ s opening. When the second d’ warf stepped
free, she drove both her swords through his chest, piercing histwin hearts. He fell back into the acove,
landing on his brazier and scattering coad's around the rank space.

Tyrus stepped to her side, wiping his sword clean on acloak stolen from the dead d' warf. He offered an
edge to Mycelle so she could clean her own weapons. Once she was done, he handed the cloak to her.
“Mayhap it would be best if you resumed your disguise asad warf. We may run into others.”

Mycelle hesitated. She was more comfortable wearing her own form. Still, it was awise precaution if
they were entering ad’' warf stronghold. As she dipped out of her own clothes, she likewise dipped out
of her familiar form. She changed again into the d' warf huntress that she had imitated at Castle Mryl. Her
body remembered the previous transformation and flowed easily into it. Legs bowed out and grew thick.
Hair became ratted, and her face flattened and widened into the thick-browed visage of ad warf. Once
complete, she stole the outerwear of the d' warves and wrapped hersdlf in the black cloak of the

Gul’ gotha soldiers.

Tyrus eyed her up and down, an amused expression on hisface. It had been along time since she had
seen the man smile. She had forgotten how handsome he looked with that spark in hiseye.

“What?’ she asked.

He shesthed his sword and turned away. “Y ou look better as awoman. Still, | wasjust wondering what
it would beliketo bed you... that flowing flesh and dl. I'm sureit would be an interesting time.”

Mycell€ s eyes widened; ablush crept over the wide cheeks. Prince or not, it seemed there was till abit
of the pirate in him. She trudged after him in her new body, shocked a hiswords, yet oddly pleased at
the sametime,

When they reached the camp, Meric came close to peppering her with his crossbows until Tyruswaved
him away. “I1t' sMycdlle” he said. “Wefigured ahbit of subterfuge may comein handy.”

Meric lowered hisbows. “If nothing ese, it's certainly convincing.”

Mycdlle shoved forward in her bulky form and led the others around the boulder. *1t should be safe to
reach the arch now.” She lumbered out to the bare stretch of rocky beach and leaned into the storm. The
winds blowing off thelake had grown fiercer, howling now. The drifting snow sped amost horizontal to
the ground. The party fought the storm and hurried to the bridge.

Across the wooden span, asingle torch till glowed in the doorway acove. The other had sputtered out,
stanched by the wet winds. Asagroup, they hurried across and gathered in the cramped acove. The
sngletorch did little to warm the small space. Whirlwinds of snow continualy swept into the tiny cubby.

Mycelle tested the iron door. It was locked and latched.
“What are we going to do?” Mogweed asked, eyes wide with fear.
Meric leaned againgt awall. “Kra said to wait herefor him, sowewait.” ,

Mycelle had none of the eV’ in’ s stoic patience. She drew out her sword and pounded its hilt on the door.
Iron rang like astruck bell. “ Stand back,” she ordered. “If there sad warf guard, let him only seea
d' warf a hisdoor. And—"



The door crashed open. Mycellefdl backward.

A dark form filled the threshold, and a harsh voice barked out at them. “What are you al gawking at?
Get your arsesin here” Thefigure stepped forward into the torchlight. 1t wasKrai, soaking wet and
dripping. His sodden beard hung to the middle of his chest. “What took you so long?’

They dl hurried insde. Krai, histeeth chattering from the cold, eyed Mycell€' s new form as he dressed
back into his own warmer clothes. Tyrus explained about the hidden spiesin the rocks. “A good
precaution,” Krai said, nodding approvingly.

Mycelle searched around the entrance to the arch. A wide stairway carved from the stone itself wound
upward. On itslowest step, adead d’ warf lay sprawled facedown upon the stair. Blood till flowed and
dripped down the steps.

Krai noticed her attention. “I1t seems you were not the only ones to come upon a hidden watcher.”

She nodded and turned away. But thetiny hairs at the back of her neck quivered with warning. Shetried
to keep her stance and manner calm and disinterested. Something did not add up. Before Tyrus had
spoken, Kral had recognized Mycellein her d' warvish form. She had recognized the knowledgein his
eyes and noticed the way he had sniffed at her like some woodland animal. And now the dead d' warf.
How had Krai killed him? The guard’ sthroat had been ripped out, diced from ear to ear. But Krai had

no weapon.

She studied him from the corner of her eye as hefinished dressing and hitched his ax back to his belt.
What unspoken game was being played here?

At her side, Mogweed craned his neck and searched the space. He asked the other concernin Mycelle' s
mind. “How did you get ingde?’

The mountain man straightened, shoving hisfoot into his boot. “Let me show you.” He pointed an arm.
“Everyone on the gone dairs”

They obeyed, careful of the dick blood and dead body. Krai joined them on the lowest step. Mycelle
watched him. His eydidslowered, and hislips moved slently.

After amoment, he leaned closer, studying the stone floor. Whatever he saw seemed to satisfy him. He
turned to the group. “Link hands, flesh to flesh. No onelet go, no matter what happens.”

Mycelletook Krai’s hand herself, then reached to Tyrus. Ne€ lahn bared her breast and tucked the child
ingde, skin to skin, then offered her free hand. Therest linked up.

At theline'send, Mogweed grabbed his brother’ stail. “ Ready,” he squeaked out.
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“Then let usgo. Thefirst step isdizzying, so hold tight.” Krai made the last step, but never reached the
floor. He ssemed to fdl, head over hed, tumbling, tugging Mycelle after him. Mycell€ sfirst ingtinct was
to let go, but she held firm, committed to this venture. Shefdl after him, feding her somach lurch
sckeningly.

Then she found the floor back under her feet. She turned and saw the others gathered behind her. They
were smply in the anteroom again. Nothing had’ changed.



“You can let go now,” Kra said. “We ve passed the threshold.”
Menc touched hisforehead, hisface somewhat green. “What just happened?’
“WEe reright where we started from,” Mogweed said.

“No.” The mountain man pointed back to the Saircase. “We' rein the nether arch.” Kra remounted the
gairs. “We should hurry before apatrol finds the dead body of the guard.”

Mycellelooked to the stair. The d' warf’ s body was gone. The stairs were clean of any blood. “What is
goingon?’ she asked. “Where are we?’

Kra sghed. “I will explain aswe climb.” He started up the stairs. Once under way, Krai spoke. “We
now walk in the reflection of the true arch—the mirror image that is cast upon the waters of Tor Amon.
When walked by one of theroya family, illusion becomes substance.”

“Water becomes stone,” Tyrus muttered, repesating the mountain man's earlier words.

Kra nodded. “Lord Tyrus, the Land has granted my family a secret means of moving unseen through our
arched home. We now walk behind the mirror of what isred.”

Mycelle glanced out a passing arrow dit. The white snowstorm was gone. Only darkness lay beyond.
Pausing, she reached a hand through the window and touched water.

“Thelake,” Kral explained, staring back at her. “ Aswe climb these sairs, we are actudly climbing into
the depths of Tor Amon, following the reflection down into the waters.” He pointed to awider window
up ahead, alookout post. Thewindowsi Il and wall were wet, as were the steps. | climbed from the lake
through there, then came and fetched you.”

“But why climb down... or up... or whatever to thiswatery castle? To what end?” Mycelle asked,
wiping her damp hand.

“Nonewill seeusonthispath. It isaway known only to the clansaway that can only be opened by one
of the Senta Flame. We are safe, and once we reach the castle, we can pass through the mirror and back
into the true world—aback into the castle—with no one the wiser.”

Mycelle pondered his plan. If he spoke truthfully, it would certainly give them an advantage. “ Can you
move easily between the two planes—red and reflection?’

Kra growled his assent.

Mycelle nodded and waved him onward. Suspicions till rang in her bones, but what choice did they
have? The Griffin Wergate had to be challenged. She followed after the mountain man leading their

party.

The climb grew into an endlesstrek. The stairs seemed to flow forever. Severa times aong the way, they
came upon old bones tumbled in alanding’ s corner or sprawled acrossthe steps. Krai’svoicewas a
hoarse rasp. “ The bones of the wounded. Many were too weak and died on the steps asthe last
survivors of the bloody war fled down this secret path, led by my ancestor. Here they remain forever, the
last guardians of the Citadd.”

In slence, asif waking agraveyard, the group continued up and up. Finaly, exhausted and bone-tired,
they reached the top of the stairs. A set of stone gates lay open. A wide echoing hal lay beyond, lit by
netherlights, shimmering fiery glows.



“Reflections of the hall’ storchesin the true world,” Krai explained, and led them through the wide gates.

Mycelle stepped forward. The hall was strangely empty, hollow, their steps echoing off the phantom
walls. But at the same time, Mycelle seemed to sense the presence of others nearby. And she was not
the only oneto fed thisway. The others darted glances around, asif spotting movement from the corner
of an eye or hearing awhisper near an ear.

Holding back ashudder, Mycdlle followed after Krai. “Where are we going?’ she said in a hushed voice,
afraid of being overheard by the ghostsin the hdll.

“Tothethroneroom,” Krai said. “If we areto start our search anywhere, it should be there.”

Mycelle nodded. The mountain man increased his pacein his excitement. They |eft the entrance hall,
climbed more gtairs, and passed through amaze of tunneled corridors. Mycelle concentrated on
remembering the way lest they get separated.

At last, they reached awide hallway that ended at atowering, carved granite door. It stretched to the
height of six mountain men and stood dightly gar. Kral hurried forward.

“Wait!” Mycdle cdled, nervesjangling with warning.

But the mountain man was desaf to her. He dipped through the door and into the room beyond. Mycelle
raced after him. “Keep up! He' sour only way out of this stony reflection!”

Mycelle dashed through the door and into the cavernous chamber beyond. Here, too, strange fiery
netherlightslit the expansive floor of polished granite and vaulted cellings. But in the room’ s center, an
oily darkness stood, eating any light that reached it, ablack whirlpool tipped on end. Its hungry eye
stared back at them. Screamswailed up from its pit.

“Kra!” Tyrusydled.

The mountain man knelt before the darkness—not in dlegiance, but in terror. His hands and feet
scrabbled for purchase, but it was clear he was being drawn, sucked toward the darkness. “1 can’t stop
it heyeled. “It'sdrawing me out of the reflection and back to the real world!”

The group rushed forward, grabbing Krai’sarms. But it waslike trying to sop aship from sinking. Krai’s
body dragged forward, hauling them dl dong likefisheson aline.

“WEe re not strong enough!” Tyrus said.

“But we can't lose him either!” Mycelle spat back. “He' sthe only one that can get us safely through the
threshold and back to the real world!”

Kra’sfeet vanished into the oily whirlpoal. “ It stoo latel” he cried.

Myecdle glanced to the others. “There is only one way to go from here. We stick together. WhereKrai
goes, we go!”

Shereached afree hand to Nee' lahn. The nyphai took it. The othersjoined the link. Mogweed hesitated,
glancing around the ghostly hall, then took Tyrus hand. Ne€'lahn grabbed Fardal€ stall.

“Beready!” Mycdleydled.

Asagroup, they were tugged forward, tumbling into the dark void. Again there was the queer lurch. The
world spun toe over hedl, and then they were through.



Mycelle stared around her. The hal was the same as the one they had been in amoment before. But now
ingtead of awhirling pool of darkness, she found them all collapsed before amonstrous stone statue of a
winged black lion, itstalons dug deep into the polished floor of the chamber, itsfanged mouth openina
dlent roar. It was the Griffin Weirgate.

Besdeit stood atdl, plain throne of silver granite: the Ice Throne. Seated upon the chair was amassive
d warf, white-haired and so wrinkled with age that it was difficult to make out hisfeatures.

The ancient one' shoary eyes stared down at Krai. “ Ah, Brother,” the ancient figure croaked, hisdry lips
cracking into awide smile. “Be welcomed home. The Dark Master has missed you.”

Kra gained hisfeet, trembling with rage. To either Side, amass of armored d’ warves closed in on his
stunned companions asthey lay sorawled on the granite floor. From gdleries high on the walls, archers
bristled with arrows. It was an ambush, and he had led their group into it.

But guilt had no grip on his heart. Fury and rage burned out al other emotions. To seead warf seated on
hisfamily throne was too much for Krai’ s blood. He loosed the beast inside him, obliviousto dl who
witnessed it. He was past caring about secrets and alegiances. He had only one goal now—to destroy
thisd warf king.

A roar burgt from histhroat as claws sprouted bloody from his fingertips. A snowy pelt shivered from his
skin, and amuzzle of razored fangs grew forth from hisface. Legion burst forth from the mountain man's
clothes, shredding through the leathers, wearing the muscled and deadly form of the snow leopard.

With the heightened senses of the beast, he heard Mogweed gasp and scramble away.
“He sanill’guard,” Mycdlle called out, tugging everyone back.

Deepindde, Krd registered the lack of surprise from the shape-shifter, but he ignored it for now.
Instead, he turned hisred eyes upon histrue prey.

The ancient d' warf king also showed little surprise a Kra’ stransformation. A thin smile cracked his
features. “ So the kitten wantsto play?’

D’ warves closed ranks before the throne and attacked from al sides, cleaving down with axes and
swords. But Krai moved with the speed and grace of the leopard, vanishing before any blade could
touch him. He was awhite blur againgt the black granite.

From the corner of hiseye, he saw his companions pinned againgt thewall. Tyrusand Mycelle kept a
wall of stedl between the attacking d' warves and the others, while Fardae shored up any weak spotsin
their defense. Behind them, Meric’ sform danced with blue energies, caling forth aflurry of windsto
confound the aim of any arrows. Kral growled, acknowledging their fierce hearts. But he knew they were
doomed. The number of d'warves wastoo greet.

Dismissing them, he ripped out the throat of ad warf in front of him, and with akick of ahind paw, he
tore open the somach of another. Imbued with dark magicks and armed with the natura ingtincts of a
forest cat, he was an unstoppable force. Slowly, he worked toward the d' warf king seeted on the Ice
Throne. He maintained awary distance from the Weirgate. Krai knew it had been the ebon’ stone statue
that had sucked him out of the reflection—knew to fear its powers. Still, Krai would not accept defest,
not until thelast d warf wasdain in the Citadd.

With awail, he doveinto theline of d’ warves before the throne, shredding through them with teeth and
claw. At lagt, the way lay open to the king. Leopard muscles bunched under him, ready to legp and claim



hisfamily’ sthrone.

Stll, the king did not move. He smply continued to smile, meeting Krai’ sfera gaze with amused
disinterest.

Kra’sfeineinginctsthrilled with warning, suspicious. Why was his prey not running?

“I know your secrets, Legion,” the king said. “The Nameless One has warned me of your special
gifts—giftsyou useto betray him now.” The ancient d warf rubbed his crooked fingers dong the chair's
granitearms. “ Giftsto win back athrone.”

A howl of red fury flowed from Kra’ sthroat. He legped with al the musclesin hislimbs—and till the
d' warf king did not flinch, but merely mationed with one hand.

Kra ingtantly knew hiserror. Hisbody contorted in midair: claws sank away, fur vanished in a breath,
sharp teeth blunted. Thrown off balance by the transformation, Krai’ slegp fell short of histrue target.

fie struck the stepsthat led to the Ice Throne, shattering his collarbone as his shoulder hit.

Gasping, Krai rolled to hisfeet naked, aman again. The leopard was gone. He tried to touch the beast
within, but nothing was there. He swung around as swords encircled him.

A dwarf warrior stood in the center of the chamber. In one hand, he held Krai’ s discarded ax—and in
his other, the pelt of the snow leopard that had wrapped itsiron head. He lifted the exposed weapon
toward hisking.

“Y ou need apdt to transform, don’t you?’ the d' warf king said behind him. “Without an animd’sskin
around your ax, you' re nothing but aman.”

The warrior tossed the leopard skin atop atorch borne by another d warf. The fur caught flame.
Clenching hisfigts, Krai watched any hope of winning here burn away. He fell to his knees on the granite
floor, defeated, hopeless.

The d' warf king cackled on the throne. “Do not despair, Brother. Y ou’ ve brought a bevy of dementas
to my doorstep, additiond kindling for the Dark Master’ sflame. Where you havefailed, these will be
made into unbending instruments.”

Kral turned to see the ancient king creak up from his seet and step over to the monstrous winged statue.
A wrinkled hand ran aong the black stone, tracing one of the silvery veinsin the rock with afingertip.
“You'readsointimeto seethe Magter’ s ultimate victory. Asyou’ velost hope, sowill al.”

Asd warves ringed the group with ax and sword, Meric watched the game play out by the throne. He
leaned closer to Lord Tyrus and Mycelle, who stood with their own wesapons drawn. Both sustained
bloody wounds from the recent skirmish. “We must not be captured,” he said. “I’ ve withstood one
assault by the Dark Lord’ stwisting flame. | doubt | could withstand it again.”

Nee' lahn agreed, clutching the babe tighter to her breast. “I’ll not become like Cecelia. Neither will |
alow the child to be taken.”

“What are you saying?’ Mycelle asked.

Tyrusanswered. “TheeV'inisright. All the dementas, mysdaf included, must be dain. We cannot risk



becoming tools of the Dark Lord.” *

Mycelle hissed back at them. “In my lifetime, I’ ve poisoned scores of eementasto keep them from the
Dark Lord and cdled it akindness. | understand your sentiment... but... but...” Meric recognized the
pain and guilt in her eyes. “We can’t lose hope. Not yet,” sheinssted. Turning, she muttered pained
words only meant for herself, but Meric's sharp ears heard her. “ Sweet Mother, don’t ask meto do this.
My hands are stained with enough blood.”

Meric stepped back to Nee'lahn. “1f she can’t do this, we must.” Nee'lahn nodded.

Meric stared across the room crowded with d’ warves. Overshadowed by the monstrous Weirgate, Krai
was being trussed in iron shackles. What hope was there?

Neg lahn touched hisarm. “Hand me my Iute.” Meric ill had her instrument dung over his shoulder. He
shrugged it off and pedled back itswrappings. “What are you planning?’

“Theonly thing | can to protect the baby.” She pulled asde abit of blanket from her seed child and
exposed hissmdl arm. In her other hand, adagger appeared. Before Meric could stop her, she diced the
littleone spam.

The babe' s scream echoed off thewalls, drawing al eyesin their direction. Neg'lahn smeared her
fingertipsin the child' s blood, then took the ute from Meric’s sunned arms. Without pausing, asthe child
continued to wall, she strummed the [ut€' s strings with her bloody fingers. Music and walling wafted
throughout the room, sailing out high windows and through open doorways. “Whét are you doing?’
Mycelle hissed back at her. “ Calling for those who would protect the child—calling to the one who
would recognize hiscries” Nee' lahn met Meric' sgaze. “I'm caling for hismother.”

Meric' seyesflew wide. She was summoning the Grim.

Nee'lahn played her lute with all the energy in her body, weav-ing the babe’ s sobs with chords of
woodsong, striving to open a path to her Ssters of the forest. “Cometo me!” she sang in the ancient
tongue. “Protect the child.”

Tied to her music, shefelt the song swell out and beyond. As she plied her strings, the lines of forcein the
room became gpparent, scintillating in the air. Near the Griffin Weirgate, strains of magicka energy
swirled in atight vortex around the statue, unable to escape, eddying down into the black well. Nee' lahn
sensed its sucking hunger, and for amoment, she sensed the malevolence at the heart of the griffin.

Redling back in horror, she glided her music away from the Weirgate, but found she was unable. Hooked
like afish, shewastrapped. Her music jarred -to astop, but it wastoo late. Lines of force now
connected her to the Weirgate. She sensed that al that was elemental in her heart was being drawn into
the Statue.

“Ne€lahn,” Meric said a her shoulder. “What' swrong?’

“The Weirgate,” she gasped, weakening on her feet. The lute fdl from her trembling fingers, but Meric
caught it. “I touched it with my magick. I... | can't bresk free”

Meric caught her under the arms. “What can | do?’ She shook her head. The room began to grow dark.
“l... 'mlogt. Savethe child...”

A darker shadow swept across her vision. Nee'lahn thought she was fading avay—until a sibilant voice
pierced through to her. “Isthis how you protect my baby?’ Meric yanked her away.



The dark mist codesced into the figure of Cecdlia, thewraithill’ guard. “1 will not let them harm my
child—not even to avenge the Land’ s cruelty.” Her words balanced between madness and grief. “ Sigters,
joinme”

From the chamber’ s shadowed corners, wraiths unfolded into the room, drawn forth upon the strands of
Nee'lahn’smusic. The bits of darkness sailed free, flitting and flapping on unseen winds. Where they

passed, screams arose. D'warvesfell dead to the floor. Bodies tumbled from the galleries, crushing
others.

And il the darkness continued to flow into the chamber. More and more of the Grim fell upon their
prey. D’ warves twisted and writhed on the floor. Acrossthe hdl, guards circled the throne, protecting
their king.

Mycelle and Tyrus pulled closer to the others, backing from the wraith Cecdlia
Nee lahn suddenly swooned to her knees, dragging Meric down with her.
“What' swrong?’ Mycelle asked.

“She'sdying,” Meric answered, then faced Cecdlia. “ Can you stop this?’
Cecdliaswung on Meric. “Why should 17’

Meric stood up and pointed to the griffin. “The statue is drawing Nee' lahn’ s power from her body, from
her lute, from her spirit. Not only will shedie, so will the last spirit of your trees. And with both gone, the
babe will surely perish. If you love your child, if you love the future of your people, then sop what is

happening to her.”

Cecdid sdarkness swelled out like afoul cloak. Her voiceroseto atortured scream. “I... | don’t know
if | can.”

“Judt try!”
Nee'lahn reached a hand and touched the baby’ s head, which peeked from hisblankets. “Please...”

Cecdliastared down at her. A dark arm reached out. Nee' |ahn was too weak to move away. Anicy
coldness brushed across her cheek. “Y ou're so beautiful,” the wraith whispered. 1 ache to look upon
yw.”

Nee'lahn had no words | eft. She pleaded with her eyes. Cecdliaturned away. “No matter the cogt, |
would rather my child grow as bright as you, than as dark as his mother.”

The wraith swirled back into adark cloud and shot up toward the vaulted celling, wailing the cry of the
Grim. Around the chamber, the myriad shadows froze for a breeth, ignoring their sorawled and twisted
prey. Asagroup, they swept up to join their leader. The billowing darkness grew to fill the arched
caling.

Throughout the room, d' warves cowered near the floor. From the darkness, words sailed forth. “ Siters,
itistimeto end our suffering. We are not meant for thisworld.”

Nee'lahn, tied to her sisters by bonds as old as her tree, understood what was about to happen. “No!”
she struggled to yell, but her voice was aweak whisper. Her dry lips cracked, and blood dribbled down
her chin. Shewas dmost spent.



“Ridewith meinto the flames, Sisters! Allow usthisone act of penance for al we ve become, for dl the
snsof our past.” A howl rose from the gathered Grim.

Around Ne€'lahn, her companionsfel to their knees, palms pressed to their ears againgt the crushing
noise. Even the d warf king collapsed by histhrone.

Despite the cries, Nee' [ahn heard Cecdlid s voice. “For the sake of Lok’ ai” hera—for the sake of the last
seed child—follow mel”

A bit of shadow broke from the flock and shot toward the statue. It hovered a moment. Nee'lahn sensed
agaze faling upon her from the dank mist. Wordswhispered in her ear. “Protect my child, little one.”
Then the shred of shadow shot at the Satue, diving through the open jaws of the griffin with a scream.
“Follow me”

Thisfinal corrtmand of the last keeper of Lok’ a’ hera could not be ignored by the Grim. A flow of
shadows swept down from above in acontinuous black waterfall.

“No!” theking of the d warves yelled, gaining hisfeet. “ Stop them!” But who could stop a shadow? The
Grim swept down the black maw of the beast. Its hungry throat swallowed them dl, feeding, daking
upon their dementd energies, consuming them entirely. “ Stop!” the king yelled again.

Nee lahn sensed the thin cord of power that linked her to the statue begin to burn away as the surge of
energy swept through the Weirgate. As more Grim fled, wailing, into the griffin’'s maw, their flow of
power diced her free, tossing her back against the wall as the tether snapped. Gasping, sherolled to her
knees. “They’ re sacrificing themsdves!” sheydled asthelast of the wraiths were swallowed away.
“They' re burning themsalvesaway so | might live. All my sgers... gone...”

Meric touched her shoulder and whispered, “1 think it'swhat they ultimately wanted: an end to their pain
and a chance to secure a hope for the future.”

Nee lahn stood up, determined to honor their sacrifice. Acrossthe hal, the d warf king glowered at the
gathered party. An unearthly fire shonein hiseyes. “Y ou thought to destroy the griffin. But your efforts
have only made the Weir stronger. | will burn you al upon the Master’ sdtar and seethe Land
destroyed!”

Nee' lahn’'s eyes narrowed. The d' warf king had no understanding of the battle that had been won here.
“Bewarethe Gate,” shewarned her companions. “Do not let your magick touch it.”

One of the king's guards blew ahorn, and the scattered d’ warf forces dowly edged back into the throne
room, wary of the dead bodies scattered across the floor.

Mycelle stepped forward, till in her d' warf form. “We' |l only have this one chance. We attack now or
be overwhelmed.”

Tyrus stepped to her sde. “What’ syour plan?’
“You al lead the attack against the d’ warves. Leave the gateto me.”
“What are you going to do?’ Mogweed asked.

Mycell€ s gaze fixed on the chained and defeated mountain man. “1 have aplan.” Sheturnedto Lord
Tyrusand spokerapidly. “But I'll need Krai’sax.” She pointed to where the weapon lay, clutched in the
hands of adead d warf.



Henodded. “I'll fetch it.” He set off across the floor, running low, sword at ready. But so far the
d warves were dow to regroup and offered little chalenge.

AsMeric stepped to Mycdle ssde, aflash of movement caught Nee' lahn’seye. “Meric!” sheyeledin
waning.

The dv’in swung around, lifting an arm crackling with energy. But he wastoo dow to stop thearrow’s

flight.

The barb flew true, ripping through Mycell€ sthroat. Blood gouted from the wound as the swordswoman
fdll backward. She hit thefloor, diding, her blades clattering away.

Nee lahn doveto her sde, while Fardale joined Meric in raising a defense. Fierce winds blew awarding
around them asthe eVv’in danced within the gale, sword in hand. At hisside, Fardale ripped into any who
drew too near. Even Mogweed recovered one of Mycelle' s swords and knelt on the other side of the
wounded woman. “How is she?” Mogweed asked.

Mycdlle struggled to Sit up, but Nee'lahn held her down. “Don’t move.”

Mycelle opened her mouth to speak, but only blood flowed out. Mycelle clutched Neg' lahn’sarm
franticaly, tugging her closer.

Nee' lahn leaned down.

Mycelle coughed to clear her throat, sporaying Nee' lahn with gore, and managed to choke out afew
hoarse words, waving toward the statue. “ A sacrifice... likeyour Ssters’.” Blood again filled her throat,
but she coughed. “The ax!”

Nee'lahn turned and saw Tyrus had recovered the mountain man’ s wegpon. He was returning with it in
hand. “1t comes,” Ne€'lahn said. “But | don’t understand what good it will do us.”

Mycelle scrabbled with her other hand and dipped out adagger. She pressed its hilt into Neg'lahn’s
hand and squeezed, struggling to get her to understand. Nee' |lahn stared into the woman' s pained and
sorrowful eyes. Mycdll€ s lips moved, but no sound came out.

Still, Nee' lahn recognized the word she struggled to spesk.
Shape-shifter...

Nee'lahn’s brow crinkled for a heartbeat. She stared at the dagger in her hand. Then her eyes widened
with understanding and horror.

“Oh, Sweet Mother... no!”

Meric heard Nee'lahn’s outburst. “How fares Mycelle?” he called back as he lashed out with agae of
winds, blowing away any who neared.

“Her wounds are morta,” Nee' lahn answered. “ She dies.”

Meric held hissword out in front of him. It was hisfault. He had let his guard down, let the deadly arrow
through. “What can we do to help her?’

Nee lahn did not answer. He risked a glance over ashoulder. The nypha held adagger in her hand. He
recognized it as Mycelle's. Neg'lahn leaned over the shape-shifter.



A growl drew his attention back around. Fardae pointed. Lord Tyrus returned, hacking through any who
good in his path. The man’ s eyes were lit with wildfire, the pirate shining through the prince.

Meric did what he could to help, blowing away any arrows aimed in the Mrylian lord’ s direction while
maintaining the whirlwind around the others. Tyrus fought through the last of the d’ warves, then dove
forward.

Meric lowered hiswindsto alow the man inside, then cast them back up.
“How areyou al doing?’ Tyrus asked.

Meric opened his mouth to answer—then Tyrus saw Mycelle and dashed to her side, dropping Krai’s
ax.

“Mycelel” Hetook her hand.

Backing astep, Meric closed hiswindstighter. His magick was not infinite. Eventualy it would ebb
away, and the winds with it. The d'warves must have sensed his aready-weakening state and held back,
waiting like wolves upon awounded deer.

“Mother abovel” Tyrusydled. “What have you done?’
Meric turned as Tyrus elbowed Ne€ lahn aside.

Meric now saw what the nyphai had been doing with Mycelle€' s dagger. Shocked, hiswindswhirled
wildly.

Mycelle lay on her back, her belly and chest bare. Her chest <till moved, and blood bubbled from her lips
and nose. But from her rib cage down to her navel, her skin had been flayed loose by the dagger wielded
by Nee'lahn. To Meric’shorror, he realized the nyphai had been skinning the shape-shifter as he had
guarded over them.

Knocked away, Neg lahn gtill held the bloody dagger. “ It swhat shewanted,” the nyphai mumbled. Only
now did Meric see the tears running down Nee lahn' sface. “We can’t win here on our own.”

Mycelle reached out to the nyphai and nodded, her face amask of agony. She was too weak to speak.

“I don't understand,” Tyrus said. “What isgoing on?’ Nee'lahn pointed to the mountain man’sax. “She
wants usto free Krai with her own skin.”

With dawning horror, Meric now understood. He had heard the d' warf king' srevelaion of Krai’s

ill’ guard nature. The mountain man’s form was bent with a black magick that allowed him to assumethe
form of whatever beast’ s pelt wrapped his ax. Mycelle wanted to use her own skin to grant the mountain
man thefull gifts of the 9’ lura, the shape-shifters.

“But he sanill’ guard,” Tyrusargued.

“And one who hates the d warves' purpose here as much aswe do,” Meric said, gleaning Mycelle's
god. “Freehim and he'll destroy al in hisway.”

“Including us” Tyrussaid.

Mycelle motioned the Mrylian closer. He leaned his ear to her lips, then straightened, paer than a
moment before.



“What did she say?" Mogweed asked on the far side, clutching one of Mycelle' s swords.
“Prophecy,” Tyrussaid. “ * She who would give her blood to save the Western Reaches.” ”
“What doesthat mean?’ Meric asked.

“Itiswhat | told her back in Port Rawl. | was sent there by my father’ s prophecies, to bring you al here:
three shape-shifters and the woman who was both Dro and not Dro.”

“Mycdle” Meric mumbled.

Tyrustook the shape-shifter’ s hand. “ My father said her blood would be the key to saving the lands from
corruption. She meansto seethisforetelling cometrue.”

Everyone grew slent.

Tyrus held out his hand to Ne€'lahn. She knew what he was asking for and placed the dagger’ shiltin his
pam.

He bent over Mycelle. “1t was my father’ s prophecy.”
Mycdle sighed. Shewasfindly understood.

Asblood choked her throat, she closed her eyes, readying hersdf for the pain to come. It would only be
ashort time more. She prayed for forgivenessin these find moments. She had dain so many in the name

of preserving Alasea. Thefaces of the hundreds of eementals murdered with her poison—somewillingly,
some without their knowledge—passed before her mind' s eye: children, women, elders. So many. Tears
flowed down her cheek—not from pain of her wounds, but from the hollowness of her heart.

“Mycdle...” Her name was whispered in her ear. She wastoo tired to open her eyes. She knew the
voice. It wasLord Tyrus.

“Areyou ready?’

She nodded, beyond worry of the dagger’ s bite.

“Mycdle...”

Be done with it already, she thought, flickering open her eyes.

Tyrus face hovered over hers. He stared into her eyes. She was surprised to seethetearsin hiseyes.
He was a hard man, a pirate who had dain thousands. Histears fell upon her face. “1 release you from
your duty. Y ou've served our family well and long.”

Shefdtasmal bit of comfort from hiswords and smiled, closing her eyesagain.

A flare of pain burned up from her belly as he worked the blade. She bit back a gasp, but found the
prince slips suddenly upon hers, pressing hard, holding back the pain with histouch. Time stopped for
just that brief moment, stretched beyond the pain and blood. She found herself sobbing.

“I loveyou,” he whispered between their lips.

And inthat find moment, she knew he spoke truly. The hollow-nessin her heart filled with warmth and
love. Then, with the sweetest pang, the world let her free.



Nee' lahn watched Tyrusrise from his embrace of Mycelle. Her form had transformed while they had
‘kissed, changing from the d’ warfish figure back to the familiar long-limbed Dro. He pushed up, crying,
and dlently turned with alarge sweth of flayed skinin hishand.

Tyrus haf crawled to Kra’ sdiscarded ax and cradled it in his lgp. With his head hung, he wrapped the
skin around the iron head of the weapon. “I’m sorry...” he muttered to no one.

Ne€ lahn stood, giving him amoment of privacy.
“I think it sworking,” Meric said, Saring across the throne hall.
Nee'lahn stared past the whirling wind and prayed Mycell€ s sacrifice had not beenin vain.

Kral douched naked in his chains, blind to al around him, desf to the yelled orders. Some part of him
knew the d’ warves were grouping for afina assault on his old companions. But he found no part of him
that cared. Any hope for freeing hisancestra home from the corruption here had died.

Then dowly, through the fog of his despair, he sensed a surge of energy, like aspark on dry tinder. Kral
recognized thisfedling. He rose with agrowl to hisfeet while reaching outward to his ax.

Yed

Hefdt the font of power, anew skin upon which to define the beast insde him. He touched the dark
magick—and ingtantly recognized the skin that fueled thefire. S’ luran... shape-shifter. He glanced
across the hall and saw his companions grouped together. Tyrus held his ax and stared back a him. The
prince s eyes were bright with tears.

“Mycdle” he muttered to himsdf, understanding.

He stared down at the shackles that bound hiswrists and ankles. With aflow of flesh, he stepped free.
Iron chains clattered to the ground.

The noise drew the eyes of the d' warf king, standing before the white granite throne. The squat
creature’ seyes grew wide as Kra stepped away from the chains.

“I'll have my throne now,” Kra said coldly. He willed his body back to the shape of a snow leopard, fur
soreadinginatingling

JamesClemi: n's

~ave, claws sprouting, injuries heding, muscles bunching into the lean and powerful form of aforest cat.
He chose thisform in honor of Mycelle. She had been Dro, and the leopard wastheir heraldic symbal. It
was only fitting that the mountain cat of the degp north rip the evil from thisplace.

Before the king' s guards could react, he legped upon the old d' warf, tearing away an arm that wasllifted
in defense. The d' warf bellowed in pain and shock, tumbling back into the seet of the Ice Throne. “No!
We sarve the same magter!”

Kra’slipspulled back in aferd grin, displaying long fangs.
“No!” theking cried.

Kra legped again with a scream that roared throughout the hal and landed atop the d warf, digging in his
claws. The king cowered. Kra could smdll hisfear, hear the fluttering begt of his prey’ stwin hearts.



Snarling hisvictory, Kra ripped out the throat of the d’ warf king. Hot blood sprayed the white granite.
Hetasted it on histongue. His prey’ s mouth opened and closed asif drowning; then thelight of life faded
from hiseyes.

Satisfied at last, Kral kicked aside the dead body and mounted his throne, crouched, muzzle bloodied.
He stared around the hdll, roaring again, claiming the Ice Throne for himsdlf.

The remaining d warves froze; then in arush many fled, heartless with the loss of their king. Others,
mostly the roya bodyguards, rushed forward with bloody vengeance in their eyes.

Kra met their charge, legping and flying into their ranks. He used the full magick of the shape-shifter,
flowing from one shape to another as he rolled through the axes and swords. He left atrail of broken and
twitching bodiesin hiswake. He raced from one end of the hal to the other, no longer just satisfied with
attacking those who threatened. He chased down fleeing d warves, ripped out their hamstrings, then
circled back to feed on their hearts.

Soon the granite floors were dick with blood. Nothing moved except the beast who stalked among the
dead around the loneidand of theliving. A raging whirlwind protected these few. Helifted hismuzzle and
sniffed. Thewinds even kept their smellsfrom him.

He edged toward these others, low to the ground, agrowl flowing from histhroat.

Once he neared, the winds died down. He found himself facing Tyrus. The Mrylian lord was flanked by
Me'ric on one sSide and Nee' lahn on the other. Fardale and M ogweed hung back, near the sprawled

body of Mycdlle.
But Kra’ seyesignored them al. His eyes were focused on the ax.

Tyrusignored his chalenging growl and tore the shape-shifter skin from hisax. Once again, Krai felt the
magick ripped from his control. Flesh flowed back to that of aman again. Krai pushed up and stood
naked before them. He held out hisarm. “My ax.”

Tyruslifted his sword between them. “First a promise, mountain man.”
Kra lowered hisarm. He knew he could not defeat Tyrus barehanded against stedl. “What?’

Tyrus swung his sword to encompass the room. “We ve helped you win back your ancient throne and
lands”

Kra stared to Mycelle' sbody. “1 recognize your role. Il guard or not, I know the price in blood paid
here. You'redl freetoleave. I’ll not harm any of you.”

“Itisnot our livesthat we bargain for.”

Mogweed squeaked behind him. “Not all we bargainfor, that is.” Tyrusignored thethin man. “I’ll return
the ax only if you swear to useit first on the griffin.”

Kra glanced behind him. The monstrous black Weirgate still ood beside the Ice Throne. Itswingswere
spread wide, itsjaw stretched in asilent howl of rage, revedling the black fangs. Krai stared at itsred
eyes. He could aimost sense the Dark Lord staring back at him, raging at his betraya, but he could not
back down now. The Citadel would never betruly free, never be open to his peopl€ s clansuntil this
mongtrous statue was destroyed. “1’ [l do asyou ask,” he said, turning back.



Nee lahn stepped forward. “Be warned, Krai. Do not touch the statue yoursdlf. It can tap into your
elementd energy, draw the energy from your body.”

“I understand.” Again he hdd out hishand. Tyrus till hesitated. “ Sweer it.”
Kra sghed. “1 swear on the Ice Throne and on my blood as amember of the Senta Flame.”
Grudgingly satisfied, Tyrus dropped the ax and did it acrossthe bloody graniteto Krai’ sfeet.

Relieved, Kra bent and retrieved hiswesapon. He gripped the hickory handle. “What makes you believe
| can succeed?”’

Tyrus glanced to Mycelle, then back to Kral. “Prophecy.”

Kra’seyes narrowed. He remembered the prophetic words of the prince' s dead father. Mycelle wasto
give her blood, and he was to win back the crown of his people. Together, they held the key to true
victory. He nodded and turned toward the waiting griffin.

“Let thisend now.”

Mogweed watched the naked man stalk acrossthe hall, holding the ax in hisarms. All eyeswere on what
was to happen next. But Mogweed had his own concerns. He cared not about Weirgates and old
thrones. He had started on thislong road to find a cure to the curse that bound him and Fardde.

Prophecy.

It seemed that old King Ry’ s auguries were focused on this single night. Mycelle had died. Kral had won
back histhrone. But what of the prophecies surrounding the twin shape-shifters?

Two will come frozen; one will leave whole.

Asthe group watched Kra cross the throne hall, Mogweed turned his attention to Mycell€ sbody. He
touched the edge of her cloak, pulling it back. Clearly Mycell€ s prophecies had twined into Krai’s
future. So it made sense that the same might be true for the predictions about Mogweed and Fardae.
The three predictions twining together—like atwisting snake.

Mogweed tugged the cloak from the dead woman’ s shoulders, reveding thetiny striped viper. The
paka golo till lay snugged around her upper arm.

Here was the source of Mycell€ s shape-shifting, and she had no further use for it. Why not makeit his
own?

Cautioudy, he reached for the small viper. A tiny tongue flickered in his direction. He let the snake taste
thetip of afinger with itstiny fork, then dowly drew back his hand. The paka golo followed, uncoiling
from its perch, stretching toward Mogweed' s heat and scent.

It must know its prior master was dead.

The snake unwound and did forward. M ogweed lowered his hand and shifted dightly forward, offering
hispam.

Theviper'sbdly touched his skin, sending a shiver over Mogweed's

»



flesh. But he kept hisarm still. The paka golo did up his pam, tongue flickering & the strange landscape.
At lagt, its .tail dropped from Mycdll€ s coaling flesh. With atickling dither, it moved farther up
Mogweed sarm. Thetail wrapped itself around hisfingers.

Mogweed alowed himsdlf athrill of excitement. It was accepting him.
He glanced up and found Fardale staring at him. The wolf’ s eyes glowed with the barest flicker of amber.
Sorry, Brother, Mogweed thought.

Then asting like no other jerked Mogweed back. It was asif his hand had been thrust into the hottest
flame. He opened his mouth but had no bregth to scream. His chest was locked in pain. He stared down
a hisam.

The open jaws of the paka golo were locked onto hiswrist. He watched its body spasm asit pumped its
toxininto hisveins

Mogweed fell backward, shaking hisarm. But the snake was latched by fangs and coiled around his
wrist. Thefiery burn spread up hisarm.

Fardae legped over Mycelle sbody, coming to hisaid.

Begging with his eyes, Mogweed held out hisarm toward Fardae. Then the flesh of hislimb began to
melt. The pain was il there, but Mogweed stared in shock as the frozen flesh began to flow again likea
true 5’ luran. He remembered spying upon Mycellein the grove.

Sweet Mother, it’swording!

Then Fardale was there, lunging and snapping at the snake with aflash of teeth. He managed to grab it by
itstall.

“No!” Mogweed gasped out past the pain.

The snake' sfangs released. It coiled around and struck Farda e on the tender flesh of his nose. The wolf
howled.

Mogweed tried to grab up the paka golo, but hisflowing flesh would not obey. He struck Fardalein the
nose asthe wolf’ s muzzle melted with the magicka poison. Their two fleshes mixed.

Frightened, M ogweed tugged, but he found himsalf unable to free himsdlf. The transforming poison
continued to spread through both their bodies, both figures melding together.

Mogweed suddenly heard his brother’ svoice in his head, not in the wolfish images but plain words.
Brother, what have you done?

He had no idea. He found himself dissolving away. Theworld grew dark around him, fading. He sensed
he was not a one as he sank into the burning darkness. He had no mouth with which to speak. Fardale,
can you hear me?

Therewas no answer. The darkness grew complete. Mogweed cried out with his mind, pleading for
sdvation. Then he heard voicesin the distance, sounding asif they arose from down ahole.

“What' s happened to them?’

“I don't know. It looks like they melted.”



“Isn’'t that Mycelle s snake?’
“It'sdead.”
“What about Mogweed and Fardale?’

During this discourse, Mogweed tried to yell, struggling to let someone know he was dive. But was he?
Thislast thought terrified him. He stretched toward the voices as they continued to speak, using them like
ahook with which to draw himself out of the darkness.

“We have more important concerns,” a stern voice said. Mogweed recognized Tyrus. With each word,
the voices grew louder and the darkness lighter. Mogweed continued to focus. “Krai’samost reached
the griffin,” Tyrus continued. “But we can't just leavethem likethis” Neg' lahn said. “Wait,” Meric
interrupted. “ Something's happening.” The darknessfedll back away. Light flared again. Torchlight.
Mogweed opened hiseyes. He had eyes! Hands rose to fedl hisface. He sat up and stared down at
himself. He was back in his same body. He patted hisform to make sure. Though he was naked and
seated atop the clothes he had been wearing amoment ago, he was whole.

Conscious of the others' attention, Mogweed stood up, covering himself with his hands.

“What happened to your brother?” Nee'lahn asked. Mogweed stared around him. Fardale was nowhere
insght. “1 watched you two melt together,” Ne€'lahn said. “One mass of flowing flesh.”

“Two will become one,” Mogweed whispered. He turned to the others. “The prophecy.” Helifted an
arm and concentrated. He felt the bone inside turn to warmed butter. He willed brownish fur to sprout
aongitslength. “1 can shape-shift again! I'm free of the cursel”

“And Fardale?” Meric asked.
Wit' cl1 Gate

Mogweed glanced around one more time. His brother was surely gone. He bit back a smile of triumph.
At last. He wasfree of hisbrother.

Tyrus spoke from afew steps away. His eyeswere on the far sde of the hadl. “Krai isready.”
Meric and Nee lahn swung around.

Alone, Mogweed studied the smdll twisted snake lying on thefloor.

Two will come frozen; one will leave whole.

Mogweed smiled. He was that one.

Krd stood before the griffin. The towering Weirgate loomed over him, wings soread wide. Thelion's
muzzle curled back from its curved fangs. Attuned to the dark magick, he felt the monstrous chunk of
ebon’ stone pulse with energy. He found his own heartbeat struggling to match. And deeper than hisown
heart, he fdlt the Dark Lord's brand upon him burn brighter, ablack rune charred into therock of his
elementd spirit.

Krd hestated, amstrembling. He tore his eyesfrom the griffin’ s ruby gaze and glanced to the white
granite throne of his people. The blood of the d warf king stained its pristine surface. Kra tightened his
hold on the ax handle. He could not |et this chance pass by. The Citadd, the ancestral home of his
people, the throne of his own clan—it must be cleansed!



Stepping back, Kral raised the ax above him in adouble-fisted grip. He knew his actions defied the very
master who had granted him the power to win here, but he could not stop. He had crossed the line
aready, and there was no turning back. He made asilent prayer to himsalf. Once he was done here, he
would do the bidding of the Dark Master. He would hunt down the wit’ ch and burn her heart upon the
Gul’ gothd dtar. He would pay back his debtsin blood.

Krd turned once again to the griffin. He had been taught by hisclan’selders: Look avictiminthe eye. If
you are strong enough to take hislife, then do not shirk from seeing him. Kra did thisnow. He stared
into the fiery gaze of the griffin and dammed his ax down between those ruby eyeswith al the force and

energy in hisbody.
Hisarmsjarred with theimpact, shattering asmal bonein his
]ames Clemensright hand. The crystd ring of iron on stone echoed throughout the hall.

Krd cried out, faling back, not from the pain of hisinjured hand, but as something vital was ripped from
the marrow of hisbones. He lifted the ax, but al that lay in hisgrip wasits hickory handle. Theiron blade
had split into shards upon impact with the Weirgate, while the ebon’ stone statue remained unharmed.

Behind him, he heard Tyrus. “Hefailed. The mountain man failed.”

Gasping, Kra stumbled another step back. The broken pieces of hisax head lay on the dark granite. He
felt as shattered ingde, but a the same time strangely free, asif rusted chains had falen from hisheart. He
dared at the remains of hisax. The hidden fist of ebon’ stone was nowhere to be seen.

What had happened?

Kra searched insgde him. The black rune that had been forged upon his spirit was gone. Hefell to his
knees. “I'mfree... truly free”

Where normdly these words should have been shouted with joy, tears flowed down hisface. The black
rune was gone because the stone upon which it had been branded had vanished, too. He was empty. The
Rock of his spirit had been sucked away, its eementa energy drawn fully into the Welr.

Kra knew from his battleswith other ill’ guard that without the fuel of an eementd fire, the dark magicks
could not sustain. He touched his chest—both his elementa magick and the Dark Lord' staint were
gone—leaving only this hollow husk behind. He covered his face and began to weep, unashamed of who
might see. He had won his freedom but lost his heritage.

And to what end?
He stared back up at the statue. It was unharmed.
A shout rose behind him. “Kral! Bewarethe statuel”

Through the tears of despair, Kra watched the griffin lean toward him, wings spreading wider, black lips
pulling back to further bare itsfangs. He knew now what his efforts had succeeded in doing.

He had awoken the Black Beast of Gul’ gotha.
RUINSOF TULAR

JOACH WALKED TO WHERE THE SANDS ENDED AND THE DESERT LAKE BE-



gan. He stared across the strange landscape. Though small boats sailed across its smooth surface, it was
like no lake he' d ever seen before. Instead of blue waters, an endless sea of black glass spread to all
horizons. Joach tapped his toe on the hard surface to make sureit was real. The |lake was named

AU’ shan by the tribes of the Southern Waste, “the Desert’s Tears’ in the common tongue. It stood
between them and Tular.

“It'slike afrozen sea,” Sy-wen said behind him. Kast stood at her side. The pair wore desert robes and
cloaks, hiding their outlander fegtures.

Nearby, asmall skiff loaded with bales and crates glided past with its sailsfull of the afternoon’ s breezes.
It ran acrossthe glass seaon apair of sharpened sted runners, whisking past them with the dithery sound
of itsblades. In the distance, other ships could be seen plying the lake, crossing from villageto village.

Keda stepped up to Joach at the lake' s edge. “We should continue on, if we are to reach Dallinskree by
nightfal. Thetithing caravan will leave a sunset.”

He nodded, rubbing the ssump of hisright wrist againgt his hip. Phantom pains till plagued him. Though
his hand had been bitten off by the foul creature of Greshym, Joach Hill felt anitching and burning in his
logt fingers.

Behind them, Hunt stood beside one of the giant desert malluks. Hisward, the child Sheeshon, sat
perched on the shaggy beast’ sneck, w IT CH Ij ATE

one hand tugging on her mount’ s ear. “Klup, klup!” she called out, trying to imitate the drover’ s nickering
cal to get astubborn maluk to move. The beast smply ignored her, huffing out its blubbery lipinan
expression of exasperation. *

Hunt patted her leg. “Leave the poor creature be, Sheeshon. It stired.”

Aswerethey dl, Joach thought. They had traveled the entire night to reach Al shan by morning and
were gill running short of time. The assembled children for this moon’ s blood tithing were due to depart
from the town of Dalinskree that night, and they sill had to crossthelake.

Atop the malluk, Sheeshon gave her mount’ s tufted ear afina tug, then settled back to her sedt.

On the beast’ s other Side, Richald hobbled forward, leaning on awooden crutch. Thedv'in’sleg had
hedled rapidly. The recuperative powers of the v’ in, dong with the medicind magick of the desert
hedlers, had mended the broken femur in less than half amoon. Still, Joach had tried convincing Richald
to stay behind at the oasis of O0’ shdl to attend hisfellow eVv’in, injured during the attack a Alcazar. But
the prince had ingsted on joining Joach on the journey to the Southwall. “1 gave my word to see this
through,” he had said. “I will not dishonor it. Whatever strength or magick | possess, | will useto aid you
in the battle to come.”

Joach crossed to meet the ev’in now.
Richad wore adightly pained expression. “Innsu returns,” he said, and pointed an arm to the west.

In the distance, asmadl plume of sandy dust marked the approach of amalluk running at full speed. It was
followed by another.

“He snot done,” Richald added neediesdly.

The group gathered around, waiting to discover what Innsu had learned in the smdll |akeside village of
Cassus. They had been traveling overland for the past haf moon and had had little contact with any but a



few nomadic tribesmen. They were anxiousfor news.

Joach stared at the stretch of dunes and endless sand. Kedamoved beside him. He heard her breathing,
therustle of her cloak. Again hefound it hard to believe the old shaman’ sreveation that Kedawas no
more than the Land’ s dream given shape and life, brought into being to draw him to the desert sands.

From the corner of hiseye, Joach studied Keda: her hair shining like beaten gold in the bright sunlight, the
deep bronze of her smooth skin, the twilight blue of her eyes. Even she did not know her true sef. She
thought hersdlf as human as any othe—and most times, he had the same problem himsdif.

Dream or not, he could not ignore or dismiss how his heart ached with the sight of her. Even now, he
remembered the brief brush of her lips on his cheek asthey fled Alcazar’ skeep. How he longed to
explore that unspoken promiseto itsend. But he clenched hisfist against such foolishness. She was not
red.

At last, the clopping tread of the approaching malluks drew his, attention forward. Innsu and the stranger
drew their lumbering mounts up the low dune. Both beasts frothed and were damp with swest. Innsu did
off his perch and landed lightly on hisfeet. The journeyman assassin shoved aside his cloak’ s cowl, his
face tight with concern.

Kedastepped up to him. “What’ swrong?’

“Disagter,” Innsu said, running ahand over his shaved head. “Word in Cdlusisthat winged demons
arrived this past night, pale, vicious cregtures who scoured Ddlinskree for every child. Any who resisted
weredan.”

“And the children?’
“They were taken, along with thetithing aready gathered from the neighboring tribes.”
“But why?’" Kedaasked, her eyeswide with shock. “The pact...”

Innsu shook hishead. “1 don't know the full story. Only that every child was taken this morning, emptying
the city. A caravan set out upon the point of awhip, heeled by demons.”

Joach cleared histhroat with a scowl. “For them to take so many young ones, something new must be
afootin Tular.”

“But what?’ Kedaasked.
“If only Shaman Parthus were here,” Joach mumbled.

The elder of the desart tribes had remained at the oasis of Oo’ shd, ingsting that his presence was needed
to help heal Alcazar and Guildmaster Belgan from thetaint of the darkmage' s occupation. But on the
evening the group had set off into the desert, Parthus had pulled Joach aside. 1 will watch for you in the
dreaming sands. | will do what | canto help.” And he had proved as good as hisword.

Every other night, the shaman had met Joach in the dream desert ingtructing himin the art of sculpting
dreamsinto redlity.

Joach wished he could share the shaman’ s wisdom now. They had |eft the oasi's so many days ago with a
sngle planin mind: to infiltrate this moon’ stithing by posing Sheeshon as one of the sacrifices. Under
cover of thetithing caravan, the group could have snuck to the very steps of Tular without raisng
suspicion. But with the children aready under way . ..



“What are weto do now?’ Kast asked. Sy-wen hung on his arm. Innsu waved to the stranger, still
seated on hismaluk. “ Thisis Fessa Kdar, pilot of askateboat in Cassus. He swilling to take usto the
far ade of Al shan. We might be able to intercept the caravan, overtake them asthey travel the sands
around the lake.”

“For aprice,” the man said from his saddle, hisvoice dark. Innsu nodded.

“What' sthis price?’ Joach asked with suspicion. The man shook back his hood. His black hair was
cropped close to his head except for two locks hanging in front of hisears. His eyes were as black and
hard asthe lake at hisback. “I will take you all to the far sde of AU’ shan, but you must swesr to bring
back my young daughter.”

Innsu explained. “His child wastithed this past moon.” The pilot turned away, but not before Joach saw
thepainin hiseyes.

Joach spoke up. “WEe |l do our best to free dl the children.”

“No,” Fessa Kadar sad, turning back, his eyes sparking. “Innsu has aready explained your plan to me:
to hide under the cloaks of the children so you might sneak upon the ghouls unseen. | will not have my
little Mishabe ashied for your foolish attack.”

“Wewill not risk the children,” Joach said. “ Their safety will be our foremost priority. This| swear.”

“Besides,” Innsu added, “the children are aready doomed. Our presence will not add to their danger, but
offer achance of sdvation. Once we reach the Southwall, we will send them fleeing under the protection
of Hunt and the desert warriors.”

The skateboat pilot appeared little swayed.

Kedastepped forward. “ Already afull legion of desert warriorsis en route dlong At shan’ s other shore.
Once we ve entered Tular,

JamesLlemp.nsthey’ll lead afeinting attack on the Ruins. The ghoulswill be too distracted to be
concerned with the fleeing children.”

Fess pulled hishood back up. “Mishaisdl that isleft of my wife. She died three winters ago. | cannot
lose Misha, too.” He swung hismalluk around. “1 cannot.”

Innsu turned to Joach and Keda “Hewasthe only pilot willing to travel to Al shan'sfar Sde. It liesin
the shadow of the Southwall. None will sail their boats so closeto Tular.”

Joach sighed and stepped forward to block the pilot’ s beast. “What would you have of usthen?’ he
caled up to the mounted rider.

The man’s eyes dmost glowed from insde his hood. “1 would travel with you to meet the caravan. Once
you’ ve commandeered it, | want Mishafreed before you continue on. With so many taken from
Ddahnskree, they will not missone smdl child.”

Joach considered the man’ s request. He glanced to Keda She gave him abarely perceptible nod. Joach
returned his attention to Fess a Kaar. Joach hated to be coerced in this matter when so much was at
stake, but at the sametime, he saw no harm in granting this man his demands. It was his child. It was his
boat.

Joach answered the sllent pleain the desert man’s eyes. “So beit. We will free your daughter.”



Fess bowed his head. Words—a prayer of thanks—flowed from the man’ s hood. “ Religai dou aan.”

Joach turned to the lake of black glass. The sun had climbed the sky to turn the lake ssurfaceinto a
blinding glare. It was asif the world ended here. But Joach knew it did not. Beyond itsfar shore, the
Baglisk Weirgate awaited them dl. Standing on this shore, Joach could dmost senseits baeful gaze.
Even in the sweltering heat, Joach shivered under his cloak.

“So beit,” he mumbled to himsdf.
AsTHE SUN SANK TOWARD THE HORIZON, GrESHYM CROUCHED WITHIN

the shadow of the Southwall. He stared into the small pool of quicksiver and waved his hand over its
mirrored surface, erasing theimage of Joach and hisalies. He used his staff to pull himsalf up. “So, boy,
you still intend to put your head into the beast’ sjaws, do you?’

For the past few days, Greshym had been monitoring Joach’ s progress, plotting and planning. It was a
smple thing to spy on the boy since the bonds between them went deeper than any suspected The blood
spell to open awindow on Joach’ s doings was asmple thing—no more effort than reaching out and
shaking ahand.

“Whichisjust aswell.” Greshym glanced up to the Southwall towering behind him. He cared not to draw
the attention of what lurked insde Tular. He had made sure his hiding place was many leagues from the
crumbled ruins and that any spells he cast were minor ones.

With thefind pieces satisfactorily faling into place, Greshym dlowed asmdl smileto crack hisdry lips.
Though he had been thwarted in Alcazar, the information he had gained wasworth theloss. The boy isa
sculptor . The shock of that revelation, more than any magicka assault, had sent him fleeing.

Greshym waswell familiar with the magick of the dream. Long ago, he himsdalf had been amember of the
Hi’fal sect, agroup devoted to studying prophecy and gleaning glimpses of the future through the art of
dreaming. But since Ragnar’k, the stone dragon, had awoken and taken flesh, joining the wit’ ch’ sfight,
Greshym had considered the boy’ s elementd gift to be no threat. Now al that had changed.

Gresnym turned his back on the black sea of glass and ssumbled toward the wall of sandstone nearby.
The revelation of Joach’ strue ability made a certain sense. Without a doubt, there was balance and
symmery inthis.

But more than that—it was also a.chance like no other.

Greshym agpproached the wall and heard telltale scrabbling and scraping coming from anarrow holein
the sandstone surface. He tapped his staff against the lip of the cave. The sounds stopped and a bulky
shape backed out of the cubby. Its curled tail and hoofed hind feet camefirt, followed by its squat body
and porcine head. Peaked ears swiveled in agitation and fear. “Mmmeasster.”

“Out of theway, Rukh.” Greshym leaned down to peer into the hollow the animal had been digging. He
frowned. It ended just ashort way in.

The stump gnome must have smdled hisdispleasure. A stream of urine sprinkled into the desert asthe
creature groveled. “ Stone... hard,” it pleaded and held up its gnarled hands. Its claws had been
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ground to nubs from digging at the sandstone. Blood dripped from the fingertips.



Greshym sighed and straightened. Why was he dways plagued by beasts of such ill use? Greshym waved
Rukh away. “Night comes. I'll be hungry with the moon’ srise. Fetch something to eat.”

“Yes, mmmaster.” Rukh scurried out of hisway.

Gresnym bent to the hole, then turned and called back to the gnome. “And no more desert rats!
Something with a bit of meat and blood!”

“Yes, mmmage.”

Greshym ducked and pushed into the sandstone cave. As soon as his head passed the threshold,
Greshym could fed the power flowing through the Southwall. He had chosen this spot sinceit was
upriver from Tular. Here, the Land’ svein of power ran clean and untainted. Below Tular, the feeble,
corrupted current would do him little good—not if he wasto succeed in thisfirst step.

Greshym reached the end of the excavated hole and dowly sat down, crossing his crooked legsin front
of him and resting his staff on his knees. So near the heart of the true desert, the air amost glowed with
energy, but Greshym knew it was just the sun setting, painting the desert in countless hues.

Settled, Greshym closed his eyes, waiting, patient. He touched the dementa giftsin his own body; they
were long unused, almost forgotten, but till there. For any member of the Hi’ fai sect, the dreaming was
adwaysjust abreath away. Greshym sank into histrance, exhding out the redl world and willing himsdlf

into the dream desert.

Timedrifted forward.

From adistance away, he sensed as stars began to shine and the moon’ sfull glow climbed the skies. And
dill hewaited.

Finaly, Greshym felt afamiliar tug and alowed himsdlf to be drawn away from stars and moon. Night
had come to the Wastes. The path to the dream desert opened, and Greshym flowed into it, ripe with
power. He had tested entering the dream desert over the past severa nights. From along distance, he
had spied upon Joach in the glowing sand, watching the boy practice his new talent.

But this night was different. He had no intention of merely spying from adistance. Thisnight hewould
take hisfirst step on the path to ridding himself of this decrepit husk of abody, returning youth to his bent
bones and ravaged flesh. And to take this step, he needed power .

Greshym opened his eyes. The cave had vanished around him. He now sat in the sands beside a bright
dlver river. He climbed dowly to hisfeet. The skies overhead were as blank as an empty date, while
around him the desert shone with a soft light. Greshym glanced back to theflat river. Inits bright surface,
he saw the Southwall reflected. He could even see the smdl cubby bored into its surface, so close he
could reach out and touch it.

Smiling, Greshym leaned a hand over the great expanse of silver. The power here flowed like araging
river, but its surface was as fill asaquiet pond. He passed his arm over the Southwall’ sreflection,
resting his hand over the entrance to the tiny cave.

“Cometo me,” hewhispered in the old desert tongue. Asamember of the Hi’ fai, Greshym had long ago
studied the dreaming arts of the desert shamans. He knew their ancient tongue. He knew secretslost to
the ages. “Return to your magter.”

Sowly, along thin object rose from the silver river. Once it was within reach, Greshym closed hisfingers
around hisfamiliar saff. Asflesh met petrified wood, the silver river turned momentarily black. Asif



sckened by itsfoul touch, theriver shot the staff out with a blast. Greshym was knocked back by the
force of the expulsion, landing hard in the soft sand, but he managed to maintain hisgrip on his prize.
Rdieved, Greshym hugged his staff to his chest for afew bresaths before moving.

Findly, herolled around and shoved to hislegs. He sill had one more chore to complete this night.
Turning hisback on theriver, Greshym set out into the desert. He moved swiftly, casting out his demental
senses, honing inon asingletarget in this vast desert. So far, there was no sign. But after spying here
these many nights, Greshym knew whereto go.

With the boy taking sail this evening across the dead glass sea, Joach would be unable to enter the dream
desert. Greshym could not pass up this chance. Leagues of sand vanished under him. In the distance,
vague shapes arose from the sand as degpers throughout the Wastes accidentally dipped into this plane.
Greshym ignored them al. He knew it would only sap his energy to give them attention. So he continued
on toward the rendezvous.

(At hisown dream ttemp ted to ofthe dream with asigh.

Behind him, the blackened bit of sand faded away, erased by the endless desert sands. But he knew that
inthe middle of the casis of Oo’ sha, someone would soon discover the burned remains of Shaman
Parthus, melted into a patch of black glass—wheat the tribesmen of the desert cdlled nightglass, a
miniature version of that great barren lake of Al’ shan.

As Greshym headed back over the sandsto return to the silver river, he wondered if Joach was aready
saling atop Al shan’ smidnight surface.

He smiled and glanced down at the form he had stolen from Shaman Parthus and laughed. No matter
where Joach traveled now, when it was most important, he and Joach would meet again.

Kedawaked up to Joach as he sat on a crate and stared out at the black lake of Al shan. She stepped
totherail. The night sky was clear, and stars shone both overhead and in the glassy surface of the
surrounding sea. Thewind remained swift over the smooth, hard surface, filling the sails of the skateboat
and speeding them toward the rising full moon.

“How much longer?’” Joach asked, not turning.

“The pilot sayswe' |l reach the far Side before the moon reachesiits zenith.” She glanced behind her. Fess
a Kaar sood by thetiller, face bare to the winds, his eyes on the stars and his sails. Up and down the
boat, his four-man crew worked lines and cranked winches at his command.

Joach nodded. “I's everything prepared?’

“Kast and Sy-wen are ready to take flight as soon as we dock. Innsu and the tribesmen have their
weapons sharpened, arrows fletched, and they are dressed in sand gear. Hunt and Richald oversee
Sheeshon, who rests belowdecks.” Kedacould not help but smile, even with the tenson. “Hunt truly has
aswest voice when he sings her to deep.”

Joach glanced at her, ashadow of asmile on hisface. She settled beside him, sharing his crate. He made
amotion to stand and move away, but she gripped hisarm. “Stay ... please.” After apause, he sank
back to his seat with asgh. Kedaremained silent, just gppreciating this quiet moment. Fi-ndly, shefelt
Joach relax beside her, leaning ever so dightly againgt her. She did an arm smoothly around his back.
Neither spoke; neither acknowledged the smple gesture.

Asthe boat glided across the lake, the whisper of its stedl runners on the glass surface created a continual



haunted music, echoing eerily acrossthe night.
Finaly Joach spoke. “ Tel me about AU shan.”
“What do you want to know?’

“Earlier you mentioned that the lake was formed during the ancient battle that first drove the ghouls from
Tular, some magicka cataclysm that melted the sandsto this black glass”

“Nightglass,” shewhispered, “like the dagger.”
“Tell me more about thislegend.”

“It'snot legend, but history. I’ ve read booksin Master Belgan'’ s library—texts and scrolls stretching into
the distant past of the Southern Wastes.”

Joach glanced at her, their faces only a handspan apart. “ Y ou read 7’

“Do you want to be pushed off this scow?’ She smiled at him and stared into his eyes amoment. It was
good to hear him tease. But there was a sadnessin his gaze that she could not touch. 1t had been there
since they had escaped Alcazar. He turned away. “ So tell me about this place.”

She sghed. “ Thisregion was once just desert, except for Ka aloo at the foot of the Southwall, a
sprawling trading port beside the desert’ slargest oasis. Silk merchants, spice traders, and dedlersin
wares would come from al over. Ther tentswould stretch for leaguesinto the sands around Ka doo.”

“So what happened?’

“Asthe ghouls grew in power and perversity, fewer and fewer would make the trek, fearing for their
lives. Tales began to spread of children disgppearing, of strange cries echoing over the sandsfrom Tular,
of beasts that would come with the night to attack and pillage. So the flow of richestrickled away. This
did not please the ghouls. They had grown to enjoy the varieties of wines, spices, and out-lander wares
at their doorstep. An order was sent out, demanding a certain tithe of goods be delivered to their
representativesin Ka aoo.”

“The beginning of thetithing?

Kedanodded. “And as the ghouls grew ever more bold, so did their demands. Soon atithing of blood
was being demanded: cattle, malluks, goats... and... and eventudly—"

“Children,” Joach finished.

“Upon reaching manhood or with the first bleed of womanhood, the firstborn of every family was
required to serve two wintersin Tular. Most never returned. Those that did were crippled in the mind,
unable to speak. Many had turned savage, more beast than man.”

“Why did the tribes submit to them?’

“If avillage or tribe refused, the basilisk was sent to them in the night and al were killed. Nothing could
day the beast. So aswinters passed, dowly the tithing grew to be a custom of the Wastes, another
harshness of the unforgiving desert.”

“How horrible”

Kedadared out at the glass sea. “ Such was life under the ghouls.”



“So what happened?’

“Occasiondly there were assaults upon Tular, uprisings, but they were dl beaten down and swallowed
by the sands. None could resi st the ghouls. Then one winter, a child was born whose eyes glowed with
the shine of the dream desert.” Kedaglanced to Joach to seeif he understood.

He nodded.

“Hewas named Shiron, after thefirgt star to rise each night. Hisfamily lived donein the desert and
immediately knew him to be specid. It was said that hundreds of starsfdl from the skies on the night he
was born. Since the parents were isolated nomads and called no place home, they decided to risk
defying the ghouls and keep their child hidden. It was only their own lives at risk. But soon, other tribes
heard of the child and took up the family’s cause. The family was spirited from tribe to tribe, from village
to village. The child grew up to know the entire breadth and spread of the desert. All who laid eyes upon
him knew he was the one to free them from the tyranny of the ghouls. Rumors spread of his ability to call
water from the sands, to tame a sandstorm with the wave of his hand. All declared Shiron to be the
chosen one, the child of the desert itself. Some questioned whether he had even been born of man and
woman, but born out of the desert itself.”
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Joach suddenly stiffened beside her. She glanced to him, but he waved for her to continue, his expresson
dightly pained.

“So when he grew to manhood at the age of thirteen, no one in the desert wanted him tithed to Tular.
Everyone whispered his name. But little happened in the desert of the Wastes that did not reach the ears
of the ghouls. On the night of his passage from boy to man, the basilisk itself appeared in the sands
outsde the village where he was staying. It did not attack, but smply took up silent watch, warning al
that the child must be taken to Tular. That night plans were made to whisk Shiron away, but the boy
refused. Instead, after the celebrations of his passage to manhood, Shiron left the village and walked to
where the basilisk was rooted. It is said that Shiron spoke to the ghouls through the beast and swore to
bring himsdlf to the Southwall.”

“Why?

“That’ swhat the villagers asked him. They tried to convince him to flee, but Shiron left with the morning's
light and made the long trek to the Wall. Each night of the journey, the basilisk would come to make sure
he kept his promise, its baeful eye watching over the boy. But he did not try to run. He reached K& aoo
inlessthan a quarter moon. There, with the moon shining as bright as it does this night, he found a ghoul
named Ashmarawaiting for him.”

“Ashmara?’

“Every desart child’ s nightmare. It was said his skin was as pale as milk and his eyes glowed with red
fires. He was the most corrupt of the ghouls, sick in his depravity and wild in his blood lusts. Some said
his wickedness came with hisbirth. Born with skin that could not tolerate the sun’ s touch, eyesthat could
not withstand its brightness, he grew to hate the desert, only coming out at night to wreak histerror upon
those that could walk the day.”

“Andthis Shiron... did Ashmaratakehimto Tular?”’



“No, in the center square of K& ao0o, beside the pool of the oasis, Shiron findly refused and spat at the
toes of the leader of Tular. Hetold Ashmarathat from this day forward the reign of the ghoulswould
end, that his own blood would day them all.”

“What happened?’

Kedaturned from her study of the lake back to Joach. “Here iswhere texts vary on what happened.
Some say Ashmara drew a dagger and attacked Shiron, while others say Shiron pulled a magicka sword
from the sand and drove it through the ghoul but failed to kill him. But no matter the story, a greet battle
was fought between them. Dire magicks it the night skies. Thosein Ka doo fled into the desert with only
the cloaks on their backs. The battle raged between Shiron and Ashmarathroughout the entire night, and
by sunrise those that had returned found only alake of steaming and running glass. Al shan, it was
named— the Desart’s Tears." It took afull moon’ stimefor the lake to cool.”

“And what of Shiron and Ashmara?’
Kedashook her head. “ Both were gone, consumed by their own magicks.”
Joach stared at the smooth, dark lake. “And Tular?’

“Once word spread of Shiron, the tribes rose up once again. Not just ahandful, asin the past, but the
entire desert. Tular, though leaderless now, was not defensdess. The basilisk il lived, as did hordes of
other wicked beasts. But Ashmara had been the strongest of Southwall’ s ghouls. With hisloss, the others
barely resisted the attack of the desert’ stribes. A siege began that stretched for two winters.” Keda
faced Joach. “Until one day, awoman came and instructed the artisans of the desert to sculpt a dagger
from the glass of thelake.”

“Sisd kofa?’

She nodded. “The Wit ch of Spirit and Stone. She spilled her own blood upon the blade, and on the
night of the full moon, she walked naked into Tular and dew the basilisk. With the death of the ghouls
mongter, the tide wasturned. In less than amoon, Tular fell, the wals were pulled down, and the place
was scoured of dl living things. It became a cursed place avoided by dl.”

Joach sighed. “Until it al sarted over again.”
Behind them, Fessa Kaar caled from thetiller. “We near the South wall! Ready yourselves”

Joach and Keda both stood. Squinting her eyes, Keda spotted where the gleam of the glass|ake ended
and the sands began once again. Beyond the sand, the far horizon lost its gentle curve asthe stars of the
night sky were diced away by adraight, unyielding line. Though it was unseen, Kedarecognized the
slhouette of the South-wall, dark and imposing.

Around her, the crew of the skateboat began to scurry in prepara
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tion of beaching on the sands. Despite the activity, Kedafound her eyesfixed on theWall. For a
moment, two images lay atop each other. Ghostly in the moonlight, glimpses of pavilionsand treesand a
pool of midnight blue appeared around her.

“Kadoo,” shemumbled.

“What was that?" Joach asked.



Astheimages faded away she shook her head and touched the nightglass dagger hidden under her cloak,
seeking reassurance. It was just her imagination, the old stories cometo lifein her mind’ s eye. Sheturned
her back on the lake, but she could not escape the feeling that for that brief moment she had been staring
through Shi-ron’s eyes, seeing ancient Ka a oo asthe boy must have seenit.

Joach touched her arm. “Is something wrong?’

She reached to hisfingers and smply clutched them, fighting the sense of doom. “Let’ s get everyone
ready. We' ve much to do before the dawn comes.”

Joach waited for the Sgndal. He and Richald leaned their backs againgt the outcropping of sandstone.
Both of them were covered in cloaks that matched the sand and stone. Neither of them breathed. Across
the shalow valley, Innsu hid with histen warriors among the scrabble of rock. Between them, inthe
valey's center, Hunt and Keda sat around afire, with Sheeshon deeping in abedroll near the flames.

Bait for those that approached.

After disembarking from the skateboat, it had been difficult in the flat sandsto find an adequate placeto
ambush the children’ s caravan without being seen. Even at night, the stars and setting moon were enough
to cast the landscapein slver. But as much asit made their task difficult, it aso made the gpproaching

caravan easy to spot.

Even before the skateboat had beached, Kast had found the caravan with aspyglass. Thelong train
trundled with wagons and mewling maluks, winding along the shores of Al shan asit headed toward
Tular. Lamps swung from poles on both beast and wagon, a glowing snake splayed across the dark
desert landscape. Kast had lowered his spyglasswith aworried [ook. “1 count six ska’tum stalking
around the edges of the caravan.”

With this dire news, they needed as much time as possible to ready the trap.

Fessa Kdar had proven hisskill asapilot, gliding his ship well ahead of the caravan and finding a shelter
inwhich to keep hisboat hidden. Once landed, they had quickly set out and chosen this point dong the
shore road in which to set up their ambush. Framed by sandstone boulders, it offered plenty of shelter
and deep shadows. “Here comes the scout,” Richad said, ducking down. The heavy tread of an
approaching malluk grew closer, coming from just over the next dune. Joach lay unmoving asthe great
beast shambled by. The musky scent of its passage swept over him. Once it was past, he shifted enough
to watch the malluk crest the dune and head down the far side.

Therider caled to those gathered around thefire. “Ho!” Keda acted surprised by the appearance of the
scout. She stood quickly and spoke in the desert tongue. Joach did not understand it. The man was
clearly questioning her, and she pointed an arm at Sheeshon bundled in her blankets. Joach knew what
she was explaining to the man. She and her uncle were heading to Dallinskree with her niece, atribute for
thismoon’stithing.

The scout stared around the small camp, clearly suspicious. Sheeshon awoke from dl the noise and
rubbed her eyes. Seepy, sheleaned closer to Hunt. He comforted her while motioning her to stay slent.
It would ruin the ruse if Sheeshon should speak. Her Drée rendi accent would certainly mark her asan
outlander.

From his perch, the scout eyed the child. Joach prayed for him to rise to the bait. He seemed to sniff the
ar. The campsite had been ringed with malluk urine, acommon warding againg the sand sharks and
other burrowing predators. Its strong musk aso helped mask the presence of the hidden men. Fess

a Kaar had warned them that the guards for the caravan were desert outlaws who had been bought with



gold for thisfoul duty. They were as cunning asthey were savage.

Findly, the scout lifted a horn from his saddle and blew along dow note, asignal that it was safefor the
caravan to come forward.

The sgnd given, Hunt whipped back his cloak and sivung his hidden club. The man turned in timeto take
the brunt of the blow to the side of hisface. He tumbled from his perch and struck the sand hard. Keda
flew to the maluk’ ssideto keep it calm. Silently, Innsu did from his hiding spot and raced to the mount
and up into the high saddle.

Without aword, Innsu ambled the malluk to the crest of the hill, back in direct sight of the caravan. He
lifted an arm and waved for the wagons to continue forward a ong the shore road. In the meantime,
Kedaquickly bound and gagged the limp guard, then she and Hunt dragged him to where the desert
warriorsgtill lay hidden.

The plan wasto alow the caravan to swing into the valey before beginning their attack. With the
caravan’' s attention on the small roadside camp, Joach and his group would attack the flanks.

In the shallow valey, Kedaand Hunt returned to their positions around the campfire. Joach bit hislip
againg the tenson. What occurred next depended on perfect timing and expert execution.

In short order, the forefront of the caravan wound over the rise and down into the valley. Malluks with
solitary ridersled the way; behind them came open wagons hauled by pairs of maluks. The wagon beds
were loaded with baled hay and crates of goods sacked from Dallinskree. Behind them came cart after
cart of barred cages. Inside, lit by torches, the scared, pale faces of children stared out a The
surrounding sands. Thelir cries and sobbing echoed over the dunes. Flanking the children’ swagonswere
outriders, scouts on leaner malluks.

But as Joach watched, the worst was yet to come. He saw thefirst ska’tum climb over therise. Framed
infirelight, it stood astall as any maluk, and the folded wings on its back twitched asits black eyes
stared across the valey. Joach prayed that the musk would continue to mask the hidden party. Asthe
creature descended into the valley, its white flesh stood out Starkly against the shadowed sands, like a
corpsefloating on adark sea.

Joach held his breath as another of the beasts appeared, thistime closer. It crawled aong the sands on
his side of the caravan, low, claws scrabbling on the rocks. It paused, perched like some winged carrion
hunter atop alarge boulder, no more than astone’ sthrow from Joach’ s postion. It lifted its head and
drank in the night’ s scents. Joach watched pale lips curl back, exposing its sharp fangs. Eyes, so dark
that they appeared holesin askull, gazed at the tiny camp below. A long, forked tongue dithered fromits
throat and tasted the air.

Musclestensing, Joach studied the dark rocks on the valley’ sfar side. The noises of the trundling caravan
grew deafening to those who had been hiding in sllence for so long. What was Innsu waiting for?

More of the caravan rode into the valley. Another two ska’ tum appeared, one riding atop a cage of
children who whimpered in mindlessterror.

Below, apair of outriders swept over to Keda s campsite and did from their saddles. The glint of ankle
ironsflashed in their hands. Sveet Mother, what is taking them so long? Joach’ s fingers wrapped
around the sword hilt in hishand. Findly aflicker of slver flashed from the dark rocks. At last—the
signal!

Joach tossed aside his cloak and burst into the open with Richald. The skal’ tum perched on the rock



swung toward them and hissed, clearly surprised. Joach lifted his sword, and Richad raised hisarms,
shining bright with dementa power.

High-pitched laughter flowed from the ska’ tum’ sthroat. “ Ssso the desert hides someratsss.” It
wheezed, snapping its skeletal wings open. Clawed legs tensed asit prepared to legp. What did the
mongter have to fear? At night, the skal’ tum were protected by dark magicks that made them impervious
to swords and blades. In aburg, it hurled itsdlf at them.

Joach rolled backward, and Richad scrambled to the side. Asit flew at them, alarger, darker shape
flashed overhead, snatching the ska’tum in midair, like an eagle upon asparrow. Then it was gone,
leaving behind it aroar that deafened the entire valley. Ragnar’ k had drawn firgt blood this night. The
broken body of the ska’ tum tumbled from the skiesto crash atop awagon, shattering its wheelswith the

impact.

The dragon’ sroar could gtrip the dark protections from the skal” tum, making them vulnerable. With the
way clear, Joach hurried down the hill.

Below, abattle raged. Innsu and the desert warriors attacked the riders and drovers of the caravan with
arrows and long, curved swords. Some outlaws, though caught by surprise, were quick to regroup, while
othersraced past Joach and offered no chalenge. It seemed gold did not buy the most stalwart hearts.

Unimpeded, Joach ran down the dope to the campfire. Kedaand
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Hunt had aready dispatched the two scouts and now guarded Sheeshon.
“What took you so long?’ Hunt asked as Joach skidded to a stop.

Richad answered. “We were blocked by one of the Dark Lord’s monsters.”

“Ragnar’k killed it,” Joach added, then scooped Sheeshon up under his free arm. He was no skilled
swordsman, especidly with hisleft arm. He had one duty this night: to whisk Sheeshon away from the
fighting with Keda. Hunt and Richald would join the bettle.

Kedaled the way toward the rocks, while Richald and Hunt headed into the fighting. Joach glanced
behind him. Acrassthe way, he saw an outlaw lay atorch to one of the children’s cages, clearly trying to
divert the ambushersinto rescuing the children. But before the wood could take the flame, the man
collapsed, his back feathered with arrows. Historch fell to the sand and went dark.

Closer, askd’tum fell from the sky to land, broken and bleeding, among the rocks. Joach glanced up.
Ragnar’ k continued to pick off the monsters while ensuring none escaped by wing to dert Tular.

Keda suddenly tugged on hiselbow. “Run!”

Joach siwvung around. A pair of wild-eyed maluks thundered toward them, dragging a smashed wagon
behind. Joach ran with Sheeshon in his arms and managed by a single step to escape being trampled.
They reached the rocks and climbed into their safe embrace to Sit out the bloody storm.

Inashdlow cave, they found Fessa Kalar waiting. He sprang to hisfeet. “ Did you find Misha?” he
asked hopefully, looking to the bundled form in Joach’ sarms.

“Not yet,” Kedasad. “We must firg rid the caravan of outlaws and mongters; then we' |l search for your
daughter.”



The skateboat pilot’s face was pale with worry. 1 saw those monsters.” He hid hisfacein hishands.
“My littleMigha...”

Joach settled Sheeshon down. She sucked her thumb and stared wide-eyed at all around her. Joach
placed ahand on the pilot’ s shoulder. “We Il get your daughter safely back into your ams.”

Fessturned hisfaceto hide histears, then moved away. “1 cannot Sit idle and wait. | must offer what help
| can.” Fess stumbled away, adagger in his hands.

“Don’'t.” Joach stepped after him. “Y ou don’'t haveto fight.”
The man stared at Joach, an incredulouslook on hisface. “1t is my daughter out there.”

Joach opened his mouth to argue, but found no words. He watched Fess disappear into the shadows.
Joach turned away with a shake of hishead. “Fessisno warrior.”

Kedanodded. “But heisafather.” She pulled Sheeshon into her lap and gently cradled her, rocking ever
o dightly.

Joach took up watch with his sword. Among the rocks, the sounds of battle were muted, but he could
gill hear the screams of terrified children. It was an awful sound. He could only imagine how much worse
it must sound to the father of one of these children.

Kedasghed behind him. “We might rescue the children from what awaitsthemin Tular, but we can't
ever rescue them from thisnight.”

Joach understood and remained silent. The horrors herewould last alifetime. Even Sheeshon stared
wide-eyed into the night, cringing whenever the sounds of battle grew closer. Kedamet his gaze over her
head.

Joach sought some way to distract the child. He ran afinger over hissword, dicing atiny cut. He leaned
over thefloor of their little cave and squeezed athick drop from hisfinger into the sand.

“What are you doing?’ Keda asked.

“Shhh...” Joach sat back and sighed out his breath, extending his senses. On the long trek to Al shan,
Shaman Parthus had taught Joach how to pierce through the veil between the redl and the dream desert
by focusing on the magick in hisblood.

Joach stared at the red drop resting atop the sand. As he watched, it dowly sank between the grains.
Joach allowed histhoughts and abit of his spirit to follow the blood down into the sand. From the corner
of hiseye, he noticed the rocks vanish and the dream desert open up around him, glowing softly into the
distance. As he stared, the drop of blood grew brighter, becoming more real. Shaman Parthus had told
him how on€' s attention could give substance to what was figment. Joach did that now, feeding asmall
bit of himsdlf into the drop of blood and willing it to change.

Digantly he heard a small gasp from Keda. Joach continued to work in sillence, concentrating. Once
done, Joach pulled himself back to the world of rocks and wind. At the entrance of the cave, arose of
sculpted sandstone stood mute watch. Joach waved a hand over it, touching the threads of power that
gill linked him to the dream desert. Therose' s petals dowly bloomed open in the moonlight.

Joach heard Sheeshon giggle. He turned and saw her eyes bright upon his creation. “Pretty,” she
whispered, and reached out to it.



“Careful, honey,” Kedawarned.
Joach waved to Sheeshon. “It’sdl right.”

Sheeshon reached and plucked the rose from the sand. Asthe stem broke, the rose fell back to sand,
faling away. She stared wide-eyed at the trick, then looked up at Joach with atwinge of guilt.

He patted her hand, dusting the silt from her fingers, then kissed their tips. “ Don’t worry, Sheeshon.
Dreams aren’'t supposed to last forever.”

She grinned at him, then snuggled againgt Keda, who wrapped her arms around the girl.

Joach met Keda s soft smile of gppreciation. Maybe dreams aren’t supposed to last forever, he
thought as he stared at her, but while they' re here, maybe you should appreciate and cherish them.

Slowly he sank back and joined Keda. Together they watched over Sheeshon. And sometime during
that long night, Joach found hisfingerswrapped in Keda's, the child guarded between them.

Findly, the scrape of hedl on rock sounded. Joach jerked up, sword in hand. Hunt pushed forward. His
cloak was stained in blood. He leaned on arock. “ Sheeshon?’

“Shedeegps” Kedasad.
“Havewewon?’ Joach asked.
Hunt nodded. “ The caravan isours.”

Joach and Kedawalked back out of the rocks, while Hunt picked up Sheeshon. She woke deepily,
smiled a Hunt, and hugged him tight around the neck. Joach noticed the hard man soften, saw thepainin
his eyes mute. Asagroup, they continued back to the sand.

Joach stared at the carnage below. Both men and beasts lay bleeding in the sand. Acrossthe valey,
Ragnar’ k landed and perched on the ridge. The moans and sobsfilled the valley.

“The children arefree” Hunt said.

Joach shook his head. These children would never betruly free after thisnight. He stared at a group of
them cowering bes de a broken wagon, bleeding, crying, and terrified.
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“What about Misha, the pilot’ s daughter?” Kedaasked. “Was she found safe?’
“Yes” Hunt said.

Joach recognized the pang of sorrow in the Dre rendi’ s voice and turned to face him.

Hunt hung his head. “Her father waskilled. Fess attacked one of the ska’ tum asit toreinto acartload of
children. He died before Ragnar’ k could cometo hisaid, but his desth was not in vain. His attack
managed to delay the mongter long enough for the dragon to save the children.”

Kedaturned away, ahand over her mouth.
Hunt continued. “One of the skateboat’ s crew has promised to take the child to her aunt and uncle.”

Joach closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. He pictured the man’ s haunted face as he strode into the



darkness.

Innsu strode up to them. “ The outlaws have been either dain or driven into the sands. Once we regroup
the caravan, we should be under way for Tular by daybreak.”

Joach sheathed his sword. “No.”
Eyesswung in hisdirection.

He faced them with adeep frown. “ These children have suffered enough.” He turned to Hunt. “1 want
you and the warriorsto take dl the children away from here. Now. Keep them safe.”

Innsu protested. “But we' |l need the caravan to hide our approach—"
“No. I won't hide behind these children. Fessa Kaar spoke truly. We have no right to do this”
“But we saved them,” Innsu continued to argue.

Joach laughed, but it was a pained sound even to his own ears. “We saved no one here.” He moved
away. “Hunt, gather the men and head out as soon asthe sun rises.”

“It will bedone,” Hunt said.

“Then what are we going to do when we reach Tular?” Innsu asked angrily.
Kedaanswered. “Wée |l find away insde without being seen. We're ns, arewe not?’
Her words shamed Innsu into silence.

Kedastrode to Joach’s side.

Heturned and stared into her twilight eyes and knew his decision was the right one—not because she
represented the dream of the desert, but because her eyes glowed with the smple compassion and
concern of awoman.

Joach bent down and kissed her deeply. He felt her flinch in surprise for amoment, then wilt into his
embrace. They clung to each other, a simple acknowledgment of life—and maybe even of love.

AsTWILIGHT SPREAD OVER THE DESERT, Sy-WEN RODE ATOP HER DRAGON, sweeping
aong the deep shadows of the Southwall. The immense sandstone structure stretched higher than
Ragnar’k could fly, but its surface was far from smooth. Sectionslay crumbled into arocky scarp at the
base, while countless sandstorms had pitted its face. In addition, old scars from ancient wars had burned
the red rock black for large swaths. These signs of old battle grew in number asthey swept toward the
ruinsof Tular.

We come to city, my bonded, Ragnar’ k sent to her. The dragon’ s vision was keener than hers. But she
closed her eyes and shared hissight.

Ahead, it looked asif some giant had taken ahammer and struck the Southwall a great blow. Boulders
and huge chunks of sandstone lay jumbled at the base of thewall. The pile climbed hafway up the
immensewall. Only asthey swept closer did it become clear that the tumbled boulders werein fact once
agreet city. Theremains of ahalf-circle curtain wall enclosed the debris. One watchtower still stood near
the front, but its crendllated top had been worn by winds into arough nub, and its base had been burned
asblack asthe Al -shan sea. Within the walls, the remains of immense buildings and spires could be
seen poking from the sandy dunesthat had blown into the ruined city. It was asif the desert were trying



to erase these scoured ruins.

“Keep to shadows, Ragnar’k,” Sy-wen whispered into the wind, but she knew the dragon heard her
thoughts. “We don’t want to ir thisnest.”

Sy-wen studied the ruins of Tular. She saw no sgn of movement, no sign that anything sill occupied the
city. But she aso spotted the worn wagon trails that led through the broken gates and wound through the
city. Thetrail of the old caravans crossed the city and disgppeared into the yawning maw of atunne in
thewall itsalf. From this height, Sy-wen could make out the carved figures of aman and awoman, done
inreief at the tunnd’ s entrance, arms linked over the entrance in aclear gesture of welcome. Sy-wen
imagined it was one of the last gentle images the children of the deserts ever saw before being swalowed
away into the darkness.

She leaned closer to Ragnar’ k to share the heat of the dragon, but still could not suppress a shudder.
The desert squirms, Ragnar’ k said. He directed their shared sight below.

At firgt, Sy-wen did not understand what he meant—then she saw it, too. Around the base of the outer
wall and stretching agood quarter league into the surrounding desert, the sands churned and roiled like
living flesh. She silently urged the dragon to circle lower.

Tilting on awing, Ragnar’ k angled in asteep glide that swept them lower, dmost to the heights of the
tumbled ruins. Asthey coursed by, the source of the strange phenomenon became clear. The sands
around Tular churned with the thrashing bodies of hundreds— no, thousands—of desart sharks. Sy-wen
remembered the small school that had attacked them near the crash site of the Eagle’s Fury and felt her
limbsgo cold.

There were so many. How could anyone hope to cross this treacherous moat?

She guided Ragnar’ k up into the sky. No wonder there were no eyes on the walls. The sands themsalves
would shear the flesh from your bonesiif you dared approach without permission.

“Hurry. We must complete our duty and return.”

Ragnar’ k grunted his understanding and climbed higher and away. The two had been sent forth with the
uNn’'s setting to spy upon the ruins, to gain as much insight as possibleinto its defenses. Meanwhile, the
othersrested amid a crumbled section of the wall about three leagues from Tular.
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But the reconnaissance of Tular was not her only duty. After sending Hunt off with the children at dawn,
the group had set a hard pace around the shores of Al shan, reaching the Southwall asthe sun set. The
plan wasto enter Tular at midnight—but once ingde, a distraction would be needed to buy them timeto
find the Basilisk Gate and destroy it.

Theorigina plan had been to coordinate a s multaneous attack on Tular. Desert warriors, numbering over
athousand, marched around the far sde of Al shan, gpproaching Tular from the opposite direction.
Their forceswould attack when the moon reached the highest point in the sky. It was Sy-wen’ sduty to
play pigeon this night and deliver the detailed plan to the commander of the desert warriors. Firesin the
desert, Ragnar’k sent to her.

Sheturned her attention back outward. Far ahead, in the shadow of the Southwall, a hundred fires could
be seen, spreading out asfar asthe shore of Al shan. It had to be the encamped desert forces. Ragnar’ k
sensed her urgency and swept more swiftly toward the gathered men.



But asthey neared the Site, what had appeared to be campfireswere in fact massive bonfires. With
Ragnar’ k' s keen vision, she could make out men staked within the flames, bodies contorted by the
searing hest. By the glow of the bonfires, she spotted pale, winged crestures—skal’ tum—and other
strange beasts crawling among the dead. Desert scorpions the size of small dogs skittered atop the
corpses. From the sands, snakes asthick around as her waist writhed up, bellies bulging with their
swallowed prey. And here, too, sand sharks dove and gnashed in the blood-soaked sands. Throughout
the carnage, rats and carrion birds feasted on dl that was | eft, covering bodies from head to foot, fighting
for abite of flesh.

Without being told, Ragnar’ k swung away and swept far out over AU shan on the way back to join thelr
party. There would be no other attack on Tular. They were on their own this night. Wordlessy, Ragnar’ k
glided back in awide circle astears clouded Sy-wen's eyes. The image of the daughter would livelong
in her heart, but she dlowed it to steel her, too. The horror that roosted in Tular had to be destroyed.

In slence, they flew the final leagues and dove to land in the sands near where the group was hidden.
Innsu rose from his hiding place, bow in hand. He whistled to the others.

From the rocks, Joach, Keda, and Richald appeared. Sy-wen stared at their numbers. Sx. How could
so few win where athousand warriors had failed?

Sometimes the smallest fish escapes between the teeth of the sharks
Sy-wen patted the neck of her large companion, hoping he was right.

Kedamust have sensed her despondency. “What' swrong? Y ou’ re back much earlier than we expected
you.”

Sy-wen climbed from the dragon’ s neck. She sent her love to the great heart inside, then lifted her hand
away. The magick reversed itself amid aflurry of scale and cloud, and Kast stood beside her once again.
He stepped and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her tight.

“I’'m sorry,” hewhispered in her ear.
She sank againgt him, needing his warmth and touch.

Kast faced the group. “ The desert legion has been destroyed. Carrion eaters and worse feed upon the
remans.”

Innsu moved nearer with acloak for Kast. “How could that be? They were athousand of our fiercest
warriors.”

Sy-wen answered. “The evil here has grown stronger, fed on the blood of your own children.” She
explained in detail what she had seen, including the sharks encircling Tular. “It was asif the desert had
turned againg them.”

Keda sface paled in the rising moonlight. “Then how can we hope to succeed? If the desart is aready
corrupted, we' ve lost before we' ve even begun.”

Sy-wen pushed out of Kast’sarms. “No, if welose heart, we give the evil power over us. We must not
give up hope.”

Joach stepped forward and touched Keda sarm. “ Sy-wenisright. We'll find away.”

Kedakndt in the sand, unmoving. Theruinsof Tular lay ahdf league away, but it ssemed much closer.



Thetumbled pile of sandstonefilled the world ahead of her. With the moon full overhead, it was nearly as
bright as day.

Kedasguinted and made out the line where the sharksroiled in the sand. She had spent haf the night
searching for some breek in thering of desth, circling the entire curtain wall. It seemed impossible.

They had considered having Ragnar’ k ferry them over to the city, but judged this option only asalast
choice, since the presence of adragon flapping back and forth over the walls might draw more attention
than they wanted.

Then, ashort time ago, from out of the desert, a possible answer had appeared. Innsu had spied asingle
rider, racing atop afrothing malluk. From the black sash across his red desert robes, it was clearly an
outlaw, most likely one of the cowards who had fled the caravan. Innsu had strung an arrow on his bow,
meaning to take him out before he derted Tular, but Joach had pushed his arm down.

“If he'sheading to Tular,” Joach had argued, “ perhaps he can show us away through the sharks.”

They had al agreed it was worth the risk and had sent Kedato spy upon him. She had sped after the
rider on her lithelegs, diding from shadow to shadow with her assassin-trained stedlth.

She now knelt beside a boulder, no more than the length of five maluks from therider. He had dowed
his mount at the edge of the roiling sands. The road to the open gates ahead was blocked.

AsKedaspied, the outlaw tossed back his hood. His dark hair was unkempt, and a pale scar shaped
like aspider blazed on hisleft cheek. From his cloak, he tugged out asmall object. It hung froma
braided cord around his neck. He dipped it over hishead and held it at arm’ slength ahead of him. Keda
squinted but could not make out what swayed at the end of the cord. But whatever it was, it cast off a
poisonous greenish light.

Therider lifted his object higher. Wasit some signal to unseen eyes? But Kedanoticed his attention was
not on the crumbled watchtowers flanking the city gates, but upon the sands ahead.

She heard him mumble aprayer of protection under his breath. But it was no spell, only asimple desert
supplication taught dl children.

The outlaw urged his mount another step forward, but it balked at the churning sands, its nostrils scenting
the danger there. The rider took awhip to hismount and got it to take asmall step forward. He again
lifted hisglowing talisman.

Asthe sick light spread over the deadly sands, the sharks fled from it, diving away with afrantic flip of
their leathery tails. A path opened.

Encouraged and clearly relieved, the rider whipped the maluk again and dowly drove the beast forward.
Ahead, the sharks fled from the glow of histalisman and extended a safe passage toward the waiting
gates. The gait of the maluk increased asit sensed the sharksto either sde. The lumbering beast shuffled
forward while the sand sharks swept up behind it, closing in once again after the green light had passed.

Kedasguinted at the phenomenon. The outlaw’ s pendant must act as some protective ward, aglow with
black magicks.

Inhissmal idand of safety, the outlaw continued to work hisway toward Tular.

Kedarose from her hiding spot and hurried forward. She knew she would have only this single chance.
With aflick of her wrist, sheloosed her climbing line and spun thetrio of triding hooks a the end of the



braided silk rope.

Shetook careful am, adding her own silent prayer, then cast out her line. The hooksflew as swift asany
arrow, flying past the rump of the malluk. Once they reached her target, Keda snapped her wrist. The
hooks latched onto the cord from which the glowing talisman hung and snatched it from the outlaw’ s
surprised fingers.

With her catch hooked, Kedaflung her arm backward and cartwheeled away, dragging the line back
over her inasmooth arch. Rolling to her feet, shelifted ahand and caught the flying talisman in her pam.
She shook free the triding hooks and clutched the prizein her fingers.

Acrossthe way, she saw the outlaw swing around in his saddle, a curse on hislips. Outlaw and assassin
stared across a each other. Then the redlization of the danger struck the rider as his mount suddenly
reared, its neck stretched in asilent bellow of agony.

With the glowing protection gone, the sharks swamped back over thelittleidand of security. The
malluk’ shind legs began to sink into the sand, devoured from below. The outlaw pulled hisfeet higher up
in the saddle and scrambled away from the bloody sands. He crouched atop his mount’ s shoulder, his
eyeswidewith terror, hisface pae.

At the last moment, he leaped from the beast’ s shoulder, aiming back for the road. But the maluk
gpasmed in death, throwing his balance. The man tumbled into the sands. Without a pause, he shot back
to hisfeet, trying to spring away once again in amad legp. But as he sailed upward, amonstrous bull
shark shot out from the sand and caught him in midair, clamping his midsection and sngpping himin half.
Blood fountained as his severed torso flew. Other sharks burst up, snatching, biting, ripping. By thetime
his carcass landed, it was unrecognizable as aman. Behind him, his mount fared no better.

Kedaturned away, remembering the caravan of terrified children. She felt sorrow for the degth of the
poor, mindless malluk behind her; but for the outlaw, she felt nothing.

Kedaglanced down and stared at her glowing prize.
From the cord hung alarge, serrated tooth of a sand shark.

Joach followed Kedathrough the gates of Tular, crouching in awatchtower’ s shadow. Joach studied the
arrow ditsand parapetsfor any sign of movement. Nothing. It was asif the city were asempty asit
appeared. He squinted beyond the gates. The moon shone directly overhead, full and bright. The ruins of
the ancient castle ahead were amix of silver and shadow.

Behind him, the others hurried past the threshold, panting. Richald waslast, leaning on his crutch. He
glanced with a scowl asthe sharks ate away the path behind them. Joach followed his gaze. The way
back was again asea of churning sand. “What now?’ the ev’in asked.

“Weforgeon,” Kedasaid. She lowered her arm from which the stolen talisman hung and hid it back
under her cloak.

Though the night was cool, everyone' s faces shone with nervous swest. The path through the sharks had
frayed at their nerves— especially with the stripped bones of the malluk poking up from the sand. Innsu
took the lead from here, running lightly on histoes as he guided them to the deeper shadows.

Weapons appeared in everyone' s hands. Last night, the blades and arrowheads had been dipped in the
blood of the ska’tum killed by Ragnar’ k. By fouling their weapons, they had given the edgesthe ability to
dice through the dark protections of the skal’ tum, offering some defense againgt the monstrous beasts.



Asthey worked through the ruins, Kedakept to Joach’ s sde, while Kast and Sy-wen flanked Richald
behind them. They adl moved silently, watching for hand signas from Innsu to move from shelter to
shelter.

Joach stared at the toppled spires and scorched walls. He could only imagine the old war that had
wrested Tular from the ghouls. In his head, the boom of catapults and the strident wail of battle horns
echoed. He pictured the flaming arcs of dire magicks, the screams of the dying. For amoment, he could
amog smdl the baefirein the air. Joach’ sfingers tightened on his sword' s grip, remembering the thrill of
magick coursing out from him, tied to his spirit and focused through a poi’ wood staff. The sump of his
wrigt suddenly itched with the phantom memory of gripping Greshym'’ s staff. He rubbed the smooth wrist
on hiship with a pained expression, trying to erase the flare of desire.

Kedaglanced at his movement, her eyes asking if hewasal right. He waved his sword tip forward.

With aworried nod, Keda crept around the broken bust of ahuge statue, lying on its side in the sand,
half buried. Joach hurried under the gaze of its sand-scoured eye, unable to escape the fedling of being
watched, studied like a scurrying bug. But as much as he searched, nothing threatened.

Sowly, asthe moon crossed above them, they worked through the ruins without incident, amingina
zigzagging pattern toward the opening in the Southwal| that led into the inner chambers and tunndls. At
last they found Innsu crouched on his ankles beside alow wall, hisback against the stone.

Hewaited until they were dl lined up beside him, then motioned around the corner of thewall. Hisvoice
was the whisper of sand over rock. “ Theway lies unguarded.”

They dl readied themsalves, steding their resolves.

“An open yard lies between us and the opening. We must move swiftly. | spy severd openingsin the
wadl’ sface”

“Watchers?’ Kedaasked.
Innsu shrugged.

Richdd haf crawled toward them. “I can help. Sand liesthick al around. A dight breeze should cough
up abit of dusty cover.”

“Could the magick dert those within?’ Joach asked.

“Not if | ply the windswith care. The night winds are already sharp and gusty. It would not take much to
guideitsflow herefor abrief moment.”

Innsu shrugged again. “1t' sworth trying.”

Joach nodded.

Richald leaned back againgt the sandstonewall, his eydids|ower-
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ing as he touched his power. A bit of eementa fire danced dong hisfingertips, but it was awesk trickle.
“Beready,” Richadd sad. “On my word.”

Kedaleaned amoment against Joach, asilent gesture of support. She raised her desert scarf across her
mouth and nose. The othersfollowed suit, waiting, tense.



“Now!” Richald whispered.

Asagroup, they rushed around the corner as a sudden gust raced through the ruins, coughing up asmall
sandstorm before it. Joach and the others disappeared within it. They ran toward the black tunnel
entrance, sand gtinging their eyes and winds whipping their cloaks.

Kadgt hdf carried thelimping Richald with him.

Joach glanced up at the Southwall. Lost in the sandstorm, its heights were barely discernable. Ahead, a
dightly darker shadow in the blank wall of swirling sand marked their god. Innsu wasfirst through,
followed closely by Keda

At the entrance, Keda spun around to urge the party forward, waving an arm. Joach urged hislegsto
move faster, hisvison blurred by stinging tears. But he was not too blind to miss a pale shadow burst
from deeper inthe tunnd.

Innsu suddenly flew backward into the sandy yard, his curved sword sailing away. As the man landed on
his back, Joach saw the bloody claw marks strafed across his chest.

Kedadove out of the tunnd after him, moving with an n's gpeed.

Behind her, on her hedls, ska’ tum boiled out of the tunndl. Thelead beast snatched at her but only caught
her cloak. Kedafought to shed her garment.

Intheyard, Innsu rolled to hisfeet in the face of the ondaught. Daggers appeared in both hands, but he
wastoo late to save himself. His body spasmed as the poison in the claw wounds struck his heart. His
armsjerked as hefell. The daggersflew from the dead man’'s hands and buried themsalvesin the eyes of
the ska’ tum that clutched Keda. The beast fell backward with awail.

Kedarolled free and raced to join Joach and the others gathered in the yard. “Innsu.” She sobbed. But
now was not the time for mourning.

From the tunndl, more ska’ tum poured into the yard, while underfoot, monstrous scorpions shook free of
their subterranean nests and danced toward the group, poisoned tailsraised in threst.

“Behind!” Kagt yelled.

Joach glanced over a shoulder and saw the sandsroil and churn, driving toward them. It was the sand
sharks again, closing off any retreat, driven to athrashing fury.

A trap.
Sy-wen moved closer to Kast. “We can flee with Ragnar’ k. Carry everyone away.”
Joach backed away. What choice did they have? He began to nod when Richald threw down his crutch.

“No!” hesaid coldly, and shoved back the deeves of the robe. “Flee now, and dl islogt. | won't alow
it.” He jammed both arms toward the rushing mongters. Back arching, he drew upon al the energy in his

body.

Energy cascaded brightly aong his bared forearms, and afierce gde dammed into the yard. Sand blew
up with ascream of winds and struck the skal’ tum with the force of ahammer. Beasts tumbled against
thewall. Scorpionsflew in the grip of whirlwinds and cracked againgt the unyielding stone.

“Run!” Richald said, driving hisarms gpart and blowing away clear to thetunnd. “1 can’t hold thiswind



forlong.”

“Richad...” Joach began to argue, but he knew the elv’in wasright. If any chance to destroy the
Waeirgate existed, it had to be now. Whatever evil had rooted here was dready close to consuming the
desert. He remembered hisjourney to the silver stream in the dream desert and the sight of the black
whorl of disease consuming and spreading.

Richald met hiseyes. TheeV’in prince s face was hard and proud, but behind the sharp features, Joach
saw the trembling strain as he reined the winds, and also atwinge of fear: abrave man who knew his
death had come. “Go,” Richadd said betweentight lips. “ * Aslong aswe live, there saways hope.” ”

Joach recognized his own words, spoken to Richad asthe ev’in fought to hold his burning ship together.
He understood the unspoken acknowledgment behind the prince’ swords. Richald would not lose heart
thistime. “Thank you, Richald.”
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The prince nodded, then turned hisfull attention forward, shoulders hunching as hefed dl his power into
afind galeof sandy winds*Hurry!”

Joach led the way, bent against the winds that tugged at his cloak like a maddened dog. He rushed down
the narrow path as scorpions and winged monsters fought the full assault of the wind. The tunndl ahead

lay empty.

Hedoveinto it and was followed quickly by the others. He stopped at the entrance and turned to face
Richdd. Thedv'in’'sarmstrembled. He stumbled backward.

Kedagrabbed Joach’ s deeve and tugged out the shark tooth pendant to light the dark tunnel behind him.
“We must be off, lose oursavesin these tunnel s before they breek free.”

Joach frowned. Her plan was shortsighted. As soon as Richald was overwhelmed, the ska’ tum would
hunt them, scour the tunndlsfor their blood. Another plan was needed.

Joach shook free of Kedaand bared hisforearm. He drew his sword across the flesh of hisarm.
“What are you doing?’ Kast asked, sheltering Sy-wen behind him.

Wincing at the sharp pain, Joach held out his arm and dribbled asolid trail of blood across the entrance.
He intoned words to draw himself away, dipping into the dream desert, drawn easily by the amount of
spilled blood.

As he concentrated on the red line in the sand, focusing his attention, a scorpion pounced to the tunnel’s
entrance. He bardly saw it, lost between the dreaming and the redl. The poisoned creature raced toward
hisleg, but beforeit could strike, adagger impaled it between its stalked eyes, pinning it to the sand.

Kedaretrieved her weapon from its twitching body, then kicked it aside. “Hurry, Joach. Richald
weskens.”

Ahead, Joach saw a ska’ tum scrabble out of the sandy gale, crouching. But its prey was not Joach.
“It'sgoing for Richdd!” Kast said.

Joach fought to keep his attention focused. A moment more. Then new movement caught his eye—not
out in the courtyard of Tular, but in the dream desert itself. Someone rose from the sands off to his|eft.



Thevistor had been Stting near where the bright silver river wound through the empty sands. Even from
the distance, Joach recognized the familiar figure. It was Shaman Parthus.

“Let mehelpyou,” Parthus said. The shaman stepped forward with the unnatural speed of this landscape,
closing in swiftly, but Joach knew he had no moretime.

Even as Parthus reached his side, Kedacried out, “Richald!” Beyond the tunnd’ s entrance, the
screaming winds died.

Joach snatched at the lines of power between the two worlds and fed his spirit into the dream sands. “Do
my will!” heurged, and flung hisarm high.

At hiscommand, awave of sand swept up to fill the tunnel’ s entrance, closing off the yard.

Though he had willed it, Joach gtill stumbled backward, stunned as he snapped back into the real world.
Kast caught him, but Joach struggled back up. “We must hurry,” he said, eyeing the sculpted structure. “I
don't know how long this pile of sand will hold them back.”

Kast touched thewall as Kedaheld her glowing talisman higher. “1t' snot sand,” thelarge man said. “It's
rock.”

Sy-wen ran her fingers dong its surface. “ Sandstone.”

Joach fdt thewall himsdlf. It was solid. “Must be the flow of power here,” he mumbled, remembering
how the energy of Greshym' s staff had transformed hisfirst dream scul pture into rock—but he was not
entirely convinced. He recalled the figure that had shared the dream desert and frowned. “Or maybe it
was something Shaman Parthus did? He said he could help.”

“Shaman Parthus?’ Kedaglanced at him.

Joach shook hishead. “1t’ s not important. Let’ sfind where they hid this cursed basilisk and end this
horror.”

Kedanodded and turned with her talisman toward the dark tunnel, her face cast in asickly green glow.
“But where do we begin to search?’

Greshym kicked Rukh out of hisway as he staked from hislit-tle cave out into the moonlight desert.
“Cursethat boy’srashnessl” He thumped his staff into the sand. “He' s going to get himsdlf turned into
fodder for those bloody beasts before he' s served his purpose.”

Leaning on his staff, Greshym sighed and shook his head. Deegp insde, though, he was impressed with
Joach’s abilities. The boy grew quickly in skill. It had taken only alittle of Greshym’sdark

Witch Uate magick to fortify Joach’s sandstone wall. He would make a great sculptor one day—that is,
if helived long enough.

“Mmmeaster,” Rukh grumbled, nose close to the ground. “1 kill mesat.”

Turning, Greshym eyed the gutted trio of burrow dogs. “Rodents. I'm burning awvay my energieswaiting
for that boy only to have him dip out of my grasp, and the gnome brings me burrow dogs.” Ralling his
eyes, Greshym held out hispam.

Rukh, ever obedient, rushed to fill his hand with one of the carcasses. Greshym sniffed at the bloody and



raw meat, then glanced back to histunneled cave. “It seemswe are what we eat.” He used the few teeth
gl rooted in hisgumsto tear the flesh from the tiny bones, chewing thoughtfully.

“But at least the boy’ shere, so close,” Greshym said, wiping hislips on hisdeeve. “ And we know where
he'sheading.” Filling his somach with more meet, Greshym felt fueled enough for thefind battle. The
time of waiting and planning was over.

Tossing aside the bones, he swung back to the cave. “Thistime I'll be ready.”

Kedacrept down the corridor, ears pricked for any noises. With her n training, she could identify
amouse s pittering footfallsand tll you if it wasamae or afemde. But with the furtive whispers and
sudden scrape of aboot heel on rock echoing from the others behind her, it was hard to concentrate.
She cringed at their noises, sureit would attract whatever other monsters lurked in the darkness.

She held her shark tooth talisman higher, but it shed little light to guide their way from here. Three paths
branched out from thishall. But which to take? Since entering the tunnels, the way had been agtraight
shot into the heart of the Southwall, but now a decision had to be made.

Kedaturned with her pendant in hand. “1 don’t know,” she whispered. “I could explore each on my own
and try to determine the best path.”

“And how would you know?’ Kast asked. “1 doubt you' |l come upon asign with an arrow, saying
Basilisk” lies this way”

Keda opened her mouth to argue, but Joach gripped her wrist and turned her to face him. “We stay
together,” heinssted. His eyes seemed to grow brighter in the gloom.

“Wait!” Sy-wen pointed to the shark’ stooth.
Kedaglanced at it, not understanding.

Sy-wen took it from her, then quickly marched to each tunnd and held up the talisman. Upon reaching
the third tunnd, it flared brighter. “1 noticed it,” Sy-wen explained, “when Joach turned Kedaaround.
For some reason, its light shines more boldly when pointed thisway. This must be the correct path.”

Kast frowned. “But the path to what? More sharks?’

“If it's somehow attuned to the mongters here,” Kedasaid, “Kast may beright.”

“No,” Joach said, “it growsin power asit nears the source of its energy—the Weirgate.”
“How can you be so sure?’ Kast asked.

“I can’t, but what other choice do we have? We have one out of three odds of choosing the correct
tunnd. | say wefollow the magick.”

Kast shrugged. “ So let’ sfollow the magick.”

Kedaretrieved the pendant and set out down the side tunnel. The path from here was as convoluted as a
fireant’ snest: tunnelstwisting and turning, crossing and undercutting, passing through chambers both
small and large. At one point, they were even forced to crawl. By now they were thoroughly lost. Keda
ingsted she could find the way back, but when Kast kept asking, her answers became less and less
assured.

“Follow the magick,” Kast grumbled. “We might aswell follow ablind rat.”



“There salight ahead,” Sy-wen whispered, drawing them al to a hdlt.

Kedaclosed her fist around the talisman. With the glow so close to her own eyes, she had missed it. She
lowered the shark tooth into her cloak’ s pocket. Far ahead, past aturnin the tunnel, afiery light
flickered, casting abloody tinge on the sandstone walls. As she stared, Kedaredlized the glow was not
flickering, but rather pulsing, like the beat of some massive heart.

The four glanced at each other. Then Joach moved forward, taking the lead. They proceeded dowly,
stopping often to listen. Not a sound whispered. It was asif they had the entire Southwall to themselves.

Joach crept along the wall, sword pointed forward, until they reached the curve. He paused and
motioned f6r the group to hang back while he went ahead to investigate. Once they had gathered, Joach
took a deep breath, regripped his sword, and dipped around the corner.

Kedaleaned againgt the sandstone wall, biting her lip againgt the tension, imagining the horrors ahead.

Joach regppeared dmost instantly. “ The tunndl dead-endsinto achamber. It'sempty.” Relief wasthick
inhisvoice. “The Weirgate?' Kast asked.

“It'sthere. The Basilisk Gate standsin the room’s center.” Joach swung around. “Let’sgo.”

Asagroup, they hurried around the tunnel’ s turn and indeed aroom lay at the passage’ send. It was
circular in shape, with four torches hanging on the wall. The flames seemed to ebb and flow, causing the

pulsing glow.

Joach noticed her attention asthey approached the room. “It must have something to do with the
Wergate.”

Kedanodded. Hisanswer did not cam thetiny hairs on her arm from quivering. She had the oddest
sensation of having walked this path before. It was asif an old memory were trying to surface with each
step she took. She had asudden urge to flee. Something waited for them in there—and it wasn't just the
Weirgate.

Kedareached the room’ s threshold and held back. She could not bear to move insde. She studied the
chamber from her vantage.

In the room’ s center, amonstrous black scul pture rested atop the sandy floor. Its surface, rather than
reflecting the firelight, seemed to est the torches glow. Even theroom held achill so unlikethe desert, as
if the black stone had sucked dl the warmth from the space.

Keda stared at the beast that had plagued their people both now and in ages past. It had the front parts
of somefoul carrion bird: sharp black beak, aruffle of ebony feathers, and talons dug deep into the sand.
But the rest of its body was that of a serpent, scaled and coiled behind it. It appeared bunched, asif it
were poised and about to strike. Its ruby eyes glowed with abaeful light, seeming to stare only at her.

Joach turned from where he stood. “ The nightglass dagger,” he hissed. “L et us be done with this”

She swallowed hard, dreading to enter the room, but she knew

JAMESLI.F.MF.NS

she had no choice. It was a path she was born to walk. And as she stepped into the room, an old



memory buried deep inside her swelled. She stumbled asimages spun across her vison: swaying treesin
the evening’ s breeze, the reflection of the moon on till water, atumble of sandstone homes stacked like
achild' stoy blocks—and something else, something wrapped in adark cloak moving toward her. She
closed her eyes, gasping, suddenly dizzy. She never felt herself swoon, but found her knees striking the
sand.

Joach was dready at her Sde. “Kedal”

She stared around her. Only afew spans from her knees, below the hooked besk of the basilisk, she
spotted something she had missed. A pool of black glass, asif the monstrous beast had drooled blood
into the sand at itsfeet. It was nightglass like her dagger, like the lake of Al shan. Shefet hersdf grow
wesk at the sght of it. The small pool seemed more terrible than the beast that towered over it.

“The nightglass dagger,” Joach urged.

She nodded, too weak to stand, and dipped the shard of glass from its sheath. She held it out to Joach.
“Doit. | cannot... Something... something...” She shook her head and could not make eye contact with
Joach.

“It'sdl right,” Joach said, taking the dagger.
“Hurry,” Kast said somewhere behind her. “We don’t know how long we' Il be done here.”

Kedaknew the Dre rendi warrior was mistaken. They were not alone now. She knew eyes spied on
them, laughing eyes, the same eyes that had glowed from the dark-cloaked figure from her dream.

But Joach was not deterred by her misgivings. He rushed the statue with the dagger, aiming for its heart
with the blade. With the wegpon raised high, the vein of wit' ch blood glowed brightly through the dark
glass.

Hurry, Joach, sheslently prayed. End thishorror.

Joach drew back with dl the strength in his shoulder, then plunged the dagger into the beast with a shout
of triumph.

Kedaheard abright shattering sound, followed by agasp from Joach.

He stepped away, glancing to her, then back to the basilisk. It was unharmed. The nightglass dagger lay
in athousand brilliant shardsin the sand, half its length shattered. Joach held the jagged hilt in hishand,
sunned.

Shock drove Kedato her feet. “It failed!”
Joach stumbled away. “I don’'t understand.”

Asthey dl stared in dlence, atinkle of dark laughter rose from the basilisk. The torches dimmed, then
blew brighter, flickering toward the ceiling.

“Wemust flee!” Kedayeled, sensing the approach of the lurker. They dl raced for the door, but the
sand would not let them escape. Sandstone claws grew out of the floor and grabbed their ankles, holding
themtight.

Kast hacked at the stone with his sword, but the cleaved wounds healed asfast asthey formed. Findly,
another clawed hand rose from the sand and dapped the blade from his hand. Still, Kast was not to be



beaten. He swung to his mate. “ Sy-wen, the dragon.”
She reached for him, fingers spreading to touch his seahawk tattoo. “1 have need—"

Before she could make contact, her legs were yanked out from under her by the claws. She struck the
sand hard and was dragged away by her anklesto the far side of the room. Once well out of reach, she
was allowed to stand again. Kast yelled to her. * Sy-wen!”

“I'mal right,” she caled back.

All thewhile, the laughter grew in volume, asif that which opposed them was amused by their efforts.
Their attentions returned to focus on the basilisk. Keda, closer than any of the others, redlized the true
source of the sick laughter. It was not the basilisk. The laughter rose from the smal pool of nightglass at
itsfeet.

Again aswirl of images rushed around her, dizzying her. Words now rose from the black pool. “It
strugglesto remember.” Her vison blurred. It seemed asif adark cloud were rising from the pool, mists
on thewater. But gasps behind her helped her focus. It was not an illusory figment. Something wasrising
from the pool in ahaze of smoky mists—something cloaked, something dark.

Kedaremembered the brief image from a moment ago. Moonlight on water, trees, and a blacky
cloaked figure coming toward her.

Before her now, the cloaked figure grew more solid asit pulled fully into thisworld. She knew it wasthe
same asin the dream.

He spoke from benesth his cowl, bending toward her, his degp voice full of mischief. “A girl, thistime.
How amusing. No wonder you hid from mefor solong.”
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Kedafound hersdf answering. “1... | don’t know what you' re talking about.”

The cloaked figure straightened. “ Of course you don't. That isthe way of the desert. It likesitslittle
secrets.”

“Who areyou?’

The stranger shook back his dark hood to reved asurprisingly handsome face. It was asif whiteice had
been carved by the most skilled artisan, framed by hair aswhite as newly falen snow. Only hiseyes
burned with the fiercest red fire—and Kedaknew it was afire morelikely to burn with frost than with the
heet of atrue flame.

“Have you forgotten your old friend?’ he offered gently. “ Do you not know me?’

Kedadid indeed recognize the face, both from ancient texts and old stories. But it could not be. He was
long dead.

“Come. Enough with these games. Name me as| nameyou.”
“Ashmara,” she whigpered with anumb tongue. “The ghoul.”
Hisbloodlesslips amiled. “Now, Shiron, was that so hard?’

Joach recognized the two names from Keda stae of Al shan, Shiron and Ashmara: thetwo



combatants whose magicka battle had melted the sands below the Southwall into black glass.
Kedadgared in horror at the pale figure wrapped in adark cloak of migts. “How... ?’

The figure waved ahand. “ After our battle so long ago, my bones rested deep under the [ake you've
named AU shan, frozen in black glass. But when Tular was taken by the Burning Master, my shade was
drawn back here, to guard over the new basilisk.” He brushed hiswhite fingers across the dark feathers
of the monstrous statue, then turned to Keda. “But it appears the desert sensed | had escaped its glass
prison. It birthed another dream, breathing life again into another of its creations—another scion to bring
itsbattleto Tular.”

“I don't know what you' re talking about.”

Ashmara beckoned with ahand, and the sands under Kedaflowed, drawing her closer to him. Joach
tried to grab her, reaching out ingtinctively with hisright hand, but only a stump touched her cloak.
Unable to escape, Kedawas dragged before the small black pool upon which Ashmara stood.

The shade bent and stared at her face. “Y ou really don’t know what you are, do you?’ He straightened,
laughing deep and long.

Kedastared boldly at Ashmara, but Joach saw her shoulders tremble. Was she more scared of the ghoul
or of what the monster was about to reveal ? He longed to protect her—but how? She had aright to
know. His only regret was not telling her earlier. Maybe he could have spared her thispain, apan
Ashmarawas clearly enjoying.

The shade smiled. “ Y ou are the desert’ s child, my dear. Thisage's Shiron, born again from the sands.
Nothing more than adream given substance. A clever desert mirage.” He pointed to the sandy hands that
gripped her ankles. “In truth, you have no more life than one of my creations.”

Kedlashook her head. “It cannot be.”
“Comenow. Inyour heart, you know | spesk truly. | can hear it in your voice.”
Kedaswung away. “No...” She stared back at Joach for help.

He glanced down to the sand. “What he saysistrue, Kess. Shaman Parthus knew the truth from reading
hisbones.” He glanced back up and saw the hurt and fear in her eyes.

“Whwhy?’

Joach knew there were so many questions behind that single choked word: Why had he not told her?
Why had he kept this secret? Why had he made motions asif heloved her, awoman who was not red ?
Joach had no answers.

She covered her face and turned away .

A crud laugh flowed from the shade of Ashmara. “It seemsthe desert never changes. Sending achild to
doitsbattle.” A sand-sculpted hand rose from the sand, picking up a shard of the shattered dagger inits
fingers. “And it seemsthe desert never learns any new tricks. This stone basilisk is stronger than my old
sand-sculpted origina. Nightglass has no power over it.”

Kedalowered her hands, half sobbing. “If... if you are truly Ashmara, why are you doing this? How can
you help poison the desert? Aswicked asyou were, these are fill your lands.”



Ashmara cocked his head. “ There must be an echo in thisroom. Y ou spoke the same words when we
met last, attempting to appea to my heart.” He laughed again, adarkly crue sound. “My bonesare
forever frozen in glass, put there by the desert itself when last we battled. Why should | careif it's
destroyed?”’

“Becauseit’ still your homel” Kedalunged out with ahidden dagger, moving as swift as a desert snake,
stretching out from where she was held—but the blade merely passed harmlesdy through the misty
shade.

Ashmarasmply smiled. “Y ou don't seem to be having much luck with daggersthisnight.” A spear of
sand jutted out and knocked the blade from her hands. The dagger flew and buried itself in the sands.
“Now let'send thisonce and for dl. If you are so in love with your desert, then let me help you return to
it.” Ashmarawaved ahand.

The sandy figtsthat held Keda sank down into the floor, dragging her down with them.
“You buried meonce” Ashmarasaid. “Now it'smy turn to return the favor.”
Kedastruggled to free hersdlf, but to no avail. Her legs disappeared into the sand.
“We haveto help her,” Kast hissed, fighting to pry his own bonds with his sword.

But Joach did not move. He knew another course was necessary. He remembered the words of Shaman
Parthus, that Keda smission to A’loa Glen may not have been solely to wet the nightglass dagger in his
sster’ sblood, but aso to draw him—another scul ptor—to the desert. And now Joach knew why: he
was brought here to fight Ashmara. One sculptor against another. But how could he hope to win here—a
novice againg amaster? It wasfutile,

Stll, Joach watched Kedasink dowly into the sand and brought the jagged edge of the broken nightglass
dagger to the stump of hisright arm. He dug itstip deep, and blood flowed heavily into the sand at his
feet. Joach winced, eyes closing, and sank with his blood into the dream desert.

The chamber walls around him grew misty. The glowing sands of the dream desert shone through them
now. The two worlds merged, one atop the other. His blood flowed into both, bright as spilled wine.
Joach stared around at the dream landscape. Though the dunesin the distance glowed brightly, the sands
under hisfeet were stained dark. He turned, and with hisvision split between the red and the dream, he
saw the basilisk statue perched atop the silver river, itstalons dug deep into its substance.

In the dream desert, he watched the Land’ s energies dowly churn, sucked away into the whirling pit
known asthe Waeir, the darkness feeding on this vein of power like some monstrous black leech. But that
was not al he saw. He watched as the dark stain spread out from hereinto the desert, corrupting al it
touched.

Joach suddenly understood the Dark Lord' s god here. The GuP-gotha monster must have grown tired
of twidting the little bits of
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elemental power found in the Land’ s people. In the past, the Black Heart had used shards of ebon’ stone
asafocusinwhichto twist an dementa’ s energy, forging each oneinto anill’ guard. Now he plied the



same dark magick on amuch larger scale. Using the giant Statues, he sought to corrupt theworld's
energy directly, to forge the very Land into an ill’ guard creation—and he was close to succeeding!

A cry drew Joach’ s attention back to the real world. Kedawas waist-deep in the sand, fighting to hold
hersalf up with her hands. But new pincers had risen from the sand, clamping on her wrists. Keda
writhed inther grip.

Again, with the two worlds merged, Joach was able to see the dark strands of power that linked
Ashmara s sculpted creations to the dream desert: atangled black web. Instead of alink by blood, Joach
redlized the power came from the Welir itsdlf, arising from the black gain.

Joach cringed from the power here but knew their only chanceto fight it lay in his own elementa blood.
He concentrated on the spilled pool at his feet, touching the dreaming magick there. He lashed out with
his own energy, dashing at the threads of power, severing them instantly.

In the real world, Joach watched with satisfaction as the sandy fists created by Ashmarafell avay to
plain sand. Kedabroke free and pushed from the sands. Ashmaragrabbed for her, but hisfingers had no
substance. Sherolled away from him.

Kast dso broke free, rushing up to Sy-wen, who immediately placed her palm on hischeek. “1 have
need of you!”

Ashmarg, initidly startled by Joach’ s assault, was quick to redlize the source of the new magick. Hisred
eyesflared with anger as he swung to face Joach. “A sculptor!” The ghoul’ sarm shot up, and new sandy
cregtions grew into existence—not only clawed hands, but aso monstrous beadts, climbing right out of
the sands.

Joach gasped at the play of power in the dream desert. Black threads twined and raced, feeding the new
creations. Joach dashed at these, too, but he no longer had the advantage of surprise. Threads re-formed
as quickly as he hacked at them. Still, Joach continued his assault. He had no choice.

In the chafnber, Keda dodged the sculpted creatures, moving across the sandy floor with the skill of an
assassin.

Behind the basilisk, Ragnar’ k had appeared with Sy-wen perched on his shoulder. The dragon ripped
into the sandy beasts and hopped about the sand, making adifficult target.

Ashmara, his eyes glowing like two coals, crouched atop his black pool and cast out his attacks. He
pointed to Joach. “Kill him!” he directed his new crestions.

A beast, amuscled cross of alion and abear, scrabbled across the sands toward him.

Joach stepped back, but he had no way to defend himself, not while concentrating on fighting in the
dream plane. He attempted to raise his own scul pted creature to battle the beast, but Ashmara s beast
tore through his creation with no more effort than Sheeshon had used on histiny rose. He wastoo
untrained, his effortstoo divided.

Kedagppeared at hissde. “ Give me the dagger,” she said breathlesdy.
“What?’ he managed to squeak out.

She took the broken mghtglass dagger from hisfingers and swung around just as the lion cresture leaped
with aslent snarl. Kedadiced through itsthroat asit lunged past. Its form dissolved back to sand,
washing harmlessy over Joach.



Half crouched, Kedalifted the nightglass dagger. 1t might not work againgt the basilisk, but asin the
pag, it can day dream beasts.”

Understanding dawned in Joach. The basilisk of old had been a dream-sculpted creature, dain by the
same dagger. So the dagger must, of course, work against any dream creation. It did not matter its

shape.

Kedadashed through ahand that tried to grab her. The sandy fingers crumbled away as she
Sraightened.

In the dream desert, Joach watched the dark connection that linked the scul pture explode away with a
flash of bright light. Joach remembered a similar sight, long ago, when Elenahad tried to grab his

poi’ wood staff aboard Flint' s ship. She had been thrown back with asimilar blinding flash of light. The
two magicks were deadly to each other: dark and light.

Kedaspun and planted the dagger into the eye of amonstrous snake. It fell away to sand. “ Y our Sister’s
blood has proven as potent as Sisa kofa's.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll protect you. Do what
you can to fight Ashmara.”
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He nodded.

Before sheturned away, her eyes met his. “Y ou should have told me.”

He swallowed, knowing what she meant. “I... | couldn’t.”

“Why?" She stared hard at him, not alowing him to turn away from this question a second time.

He faced her and spoke rapidly lest he lose heart. “We'redl just dust and ashes. What difference doesiit
makeif you come from sand? To me, you' |l dways be awoman.” Heturned away. “A woman | love.”

Joach looked back to her, hisheart in histhroat. Tearswelled in Keda s eyes. Without aword, she
whirled away and dashed the head off some twisted beast.

Joach returned to his own battle, leaving her to defend him. What had finally been admitted between
them could never be acted upon unlessthey first won here. From the dream plane, Joach dashed the
ghoul’ s cords of power. But even aided by Keda' s attacks, no real gains were made.

Ragnar’ k tried to attack Ashmara, but the dragon had no more luck than Keda s dagger. How could you
kill aghost?

As Joach continued his attack, he knew that this stalemate would end in their defeat. Even now, hefdt
himsalf wesakening. His spirit was not endless. The nightglass dagger would dso eventudly exhaudt its
small supply of wit’ ch blood. So while Ashmaratapped the bottomlesswell of the Weir, their energies
werelimited.

Unless some change tilted the balance, they would be defeated. A voice spoke at Joach’s shoulder—not
inthereal world but in the dream. “Maybe | can help.”

Joach glanced behind him in surprise. The figure seemed to float within the stone of the Southwall, 