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CHAPTER ONE

Chane stood in the hidden mountain gorge amid the Crown Range. Light snow drifted down around him
asWddtid’smad shout roseinto the night sky.

"No more! | am finished with you! Go back to where you hide. Find another toy . . . to cheat!”

Chane lifted his eyesto the dark expanse. The winter ssorm’ s cloud cover |eft the sky black but for one
smdl space that exposed the stars.

Wedtie stared upward, his eyesfilled with hate. His disheveled dark hair dmost hid the white patches at
histemples. Findly helowered his head, and Chane followed his manic gaze to a switchback path leading
up dong the gorgewall.

Onelone building sood hafway up, cut straight into the ancient stone. A small flicker of light traveled up
the path’ slast leg, and then afigure stepped out of the structure’ s narrow door. Dressed in apae blue
tabard over adark robe and full cowl, it lifted atorch high to greet two smilarly attired figures ascending
the path. All three went ingde.

“Lock them dl in,” Welstiel whispered. “Feed if you mugt, but leavethem dive. . . for now.”

For too many days, Chane had fed only from Welstiel’ slife-conjuring cup. At the promise of fresh blood,
he dropped his baggage and trotted toward the switchback path.

As herounded thelast turn, dim light spilled from the crack benegath the weathered front door. He
dowed and crept quietly up to listen.

More than three voi ces sounded within. At first he couldn’t follow the words, then redlized they spoke
Stravinan—of which he knew enough to understand smple conversations. Only the smell of life beyond
the door mattered, and he gripped the cold door latch, senseswidening. In one fluid move he squeezed it
and shoved the door in. It clattered againgt theinsde wall.

Three men and one woman in dark robes and blue tabards stood before a narrow hearth within asmall
room. All stared dumbly at him. One more el derly woman sat upon along bench to the left, frozen
hafway through pulling off her soiled boots. They took in the Sght of him, tall and long limbed, with
red-brown hair beneath a hooded wool cloak, and alongsword' s sheath tip peeking from beneath its
soiled hem. He was clearly no mountain dweller.

Chane rushed them before he even digtinguished their faces and lashed out with both figts.

A woman and a man went down before anyone could flee, and he found himsdlf toe-to-toe with a
cowled old man. Tufts of cropped gray-white hair stuck out above a deeply lined face. Then the last of
the standing four darted for astairwell.

Chane had not seen these steps from the entrance. He lunged after the dight figure, grabbing the robe
between the shoulders as the man cried out.

“Hep! Banditsare upon us!”

Chane braced afoot on the second step and jerked back hard.

Thefrail young man shot across the entry room. His head and shoulders struck the far wall among cloaks
and coats hanging from wooden pegs. He did down and tumbled off the bench, flopping motionless upon
the stonefloor. The ederly woman who had been stting there was gone.

Chane twisted around the gtairwell’ s partition wall.

Welstiedl stood inside the open front door, holding the woman by her throat. His eyes roamed the entry
room. Clipped choking sounds rose from the woman’ s gaping mouth as she fought for air. She pulled at
Weddtid’sgrip, but hedidn’t notice. She grew weaker with each incomplete gasp, until her hands
dropped limply to her Sdes.

Asshe sagged in Welstid’ s grip, he released her. Shefell, and her head smacked sharply against the
stone floor. Chane turned back to the elderly man.

The old priest, monk, whatever he was, watched him with horrified fascination and lifted shaking fingers
to his mouth. Chane redlized what the old man was truly looking at, and stretched open hisjaws,
displaying sharpened teeth and € ongated fangs.

The old man stiffened, eyesround in hiswrinkled face as the scent of fear thickened in the room. It
smdled so good that Chane dmogt felt it on hisskin.



“Lock them up,” Weldtiel said quietly.

Chanewhipped around. “I .. .you . .. sad | could feed!” he rasped.

“Too late, too dow,” Welstiel whispered. “Y ou wasted your chance.”

Chane took aquick step toward Welstiel. Pounding footfalls echoed down the stairs from above.

A crowd of peoplein dusky robes and blue tabards gathered at the top of the steps. One young man
backpedaled at the sight of Chane, and then tripped and fdll against two others behind him. A clattering
of wood filled the entry room as Welstid dammed the front door shut.

“Finish this” he snapped, and kicked the crumpled old woman.

Theimpact lifted her from the floor. She landed across the room atop the bodies of her unconscious
companions, and the old man backed away.

Chane looked up the stairwell. He could not count how many were huddled there. When he lunged
upward, the tangled mob fled amid panicked cries. Chane crested the stairs before the last one bolted
beyond hisreach.

Old wooden doors lined the upper passage, each opening into a small stone chamber. He drove the
shrieking robed figures before him, and though they struggled to escape, not one struck at him. These
morta cattle would not even fight him for therr lives, and Chane grew more spiteful and brutal with each
one. He wrenched and flung them into the small cdlls, their fear-scent making him nearly manic to be
finished.

All he could think of wasthe taste of terror-seasoned blood tingling down histhroat to fill him with
euphoria. Not for release from hunger but for the pleasure of feeding.

He heard Wel stid’ sfootfdls behind him, and the cracking of wood. When he pulled the last door shut,
and shoved back afigure trying to emerge from the previous door, he was shaking with awild appetite.
Wedtid carried shards of thick wood in his hands. He shoved one through each door’ siron handle and
braced its end against the stone frame. Anyone who tried to pull adoor inward would need enormous
brute strength. Welstiel passed his gaze over each door aong the passage’ s sSides.

“Seventeen candidates,” he muttered, absorbed in thought. “ Adequate . . . Snce we had no opportunity
for amore studied sdlection.” Helowered his head. “ There are severd till below, incapacitated. Drag
them up and lock them away.”

Chane wanted to snarl, but didn’t. Instead, he pushed past Welstid for the stairs, numbly following
orders.

By his second trip down, only two priests remained in the entry room— the e derly woman and the
young man Chane had thrown aside. Welstid knelt on the floor by the latter, unpacking hislittle brass
cup.

“Takethewoman,” hesaid. “Leave the man.”

Welstid refused to feed directly on blood, preferring his arcane methods to draw concentrated life force.
He began chanting softly.

Chane snatched up the woman, dragging her limp body up the sairs.

By the time he returned, Welstid had finished. The young priest was a desi ccated husk, and the cup
brimmed with red liquid so dark it looked black in the entry room’slow hearth light. But Welstiel did not
drink. He poured the cup’ s contents into a brown glass bottle and pressed a cork soundly into its neck.
“You will remain here, out of my way,” he said.

Weldtid headed for the sairs, but he paused at the first step. A shiver ran through his back. He lifted his
head, staring up the dark stone staircase for along moment, and then resumed his ascent.

Resentment could not tifle Chane' s curiosity. He drew close, watching.

Welgtid climbed in adow, forced gait, asif bearing aweight that grew with each step, until he dipped
into the upper passage beyond sight. A door creaked above, followed by adull thump.

Chan€e s suspicion sharpened, but he felt compelled to follow Welstie’ s orders not to pry—at least for
now. He scanned his surroundings.

A passage ran along the building' s front from left of the front door. The stairswere set farther back on
that same side and ran upward in the same direction. An old bench stood against the opposite wall, with
three cloaks and along-haired goatskin coat hanging on wooden pegs. In the rear ssone wall, between



the small hearth and the stairwell’ s base, was an opening leading deeper into the Structure.

Chanewasin no mood for poking about, but he did not care to just stand there, waiting, so he stepped
through the rear opening.

The passage immediately turned left, ended in aright turn, and spilled into awide chamber behind the
entry room. A lantern on the nearest table offered enough light for Chane’ s hunger-enhanced sight.
Bundles of drying leaves, flowers, and branches hung from cords strung loosdly acrossthe celling. Below
the dangling harvest, pottery and glassjars sat atop wooden tables dong with rolling pins stained from
long use, polished marble pestles, knives, and other instruments. It wasthe priests’ workshop.

Chane stepped back and retreated down the passage, and as he reached the entry room, a muffled
clatter sounded from above.

Helooked up the dark stairs, wondering again what Welstidl was doing. Curious, he climbed until he was
high enough to peer over the last step. He saw the doors along the upper passage. A sharp squedl of
panic came from somewhere behind one of them. Silence followed, and Chane crept farther up. He
smelled therich, sdty blood even before he saw it.

Smeared trails led from adark pool at the passage’ sfar end to the second door on the left. Chane's
longing began to build as he stared at one door after another, trying to discern which call Welstid wasin.
The wood brace was missing from the second and third doors on the | ft.

Thethird door jerked inward and Welstid emerged.

Hiscloak, shirt, and sword were gone. He braced one hand on the door frame and gagged with his
mouth tightly shut. Fresh blood seeped from between his clenched lips and ran down hischinto drip
upon hisbare chest.

Wegtid had been feeding, while Chane had been denied a chance to do so himself.
Wedtid’seyesrolled up, and his clear crysta pupils vanished, leaving white orbs. He fatered, wavering
near collgpse, then turned back to heave something from the cell’ sfloor. Welstidl dragged ayoung priest
to thefirst door on the left, and kicked it open.

The dead youth' s eyes were frozen wide in astonishment above the red mess below his chin.

Welstid tossed the corpsein and jerked the door shut, not bothering to reset awood shard in the door’s
handle. Instead he staggered away until his back struck adoor on the passage' s opposite sde. Small
gartled whimpers answered from within that cell.

Chane took a step, unable to hiss even one resentful word, and then Welstidl stumbled.

Hefdl to his hands and knees and crawled to the passage s far end. His back arched as he vomited out
blood, heaving violently. Findly, in ashadow of living habit, Welstiel drew abregth into his dead lungs
and toppled.

Hetried to fdl clear of hisown mess, but there was too much blood. It spattered acrosshim as he
landed, convulsing in the pool spreading down the passage floor. Findly, he crawled into one far corner
and propped himself up againgt thewalls.

Chane couldn’t fathom what was happening. His mind was too clouded by the smell and sight of thered
trails cregping down the passage, asif seeking him out.

“One...mine” herasped. “One should be mineg!”

“Get out,” Welstid whispered and lifted ahand to hide hisface. He recoiled at the crimson running down
hisbarearm.

“No,” Chane answered. “No more drinking from your filthy little cup! | want one of them . . . now!”

He bolted for the door across from where Welstiel had tossed the dead priest. Before Chane' sfingers
touched the handle, Welstiel was there, and his hand closed in acrushing grip on Chane swrigt.

“l sad no,” Weldtid growled.

Chanelashed out for histhroat.

Wedtid’ s head twisted aside like a serpent weaving upon its coiled body. He heaved on Chane' sarm,
turning it back and behind, and pulled it taut with a crack.

“Already twice raised’—Wegtiel hissed at him—*in your first year of death!”

A figt struck the back of Chane' s skull. His head snapped down, driving his chin againgt hischest. The
blow’ s power buckled his knees, and the passage dimmed in hissight.



“And gtill you do not listen,” Welstidl added, “to your better!”

Pain spread through the back of Chane's skull. He saw only the blurred, dark shape of Welstiel’sleg. He
strained againgt hislocked arm and sank histeeth through the thick canvas breeches.

No tang of warm blood filled his mouth—no saty sweetness or tingle of life flooded histhroat. Only thin,
bitter cold seeped from Welstiel’ s breeches. It flowed quickly through Chane steeth and ataste like
rancid seed oil coated histongue.

Chane s shoulder cracked again as hisjaws tore free and his kneeslifted from the floor. He kicked
wildly, trying to find footing, and then hiswhole body spun in the dark and dammed sdewaysinto a
sonewadl. At the same ingtant, something struck hard into his chest.

His spine ground into the wal, making histhroat clench in reflex. Before hisbody did down, hewas
jerked through the air again.

A second impact, and athird, and he heard but did not fedl the fourth. Only half-aware of the grips
around histhroat and twisted arm, he cried out as both rel eased suddenly.

Chanefelt an ingtant of weightlessness as he tumbled through the dark. He collided roughly with the floor,
edges of stone scraping a him as he flopped over and over. When al motion ceased, he weekly rolled
his heed.

Helay in the entry room near the bottom of the stairwell and firdlight flickered off the sonewals. A
deeper shadow in blood-soaked boots stood at the top of the stairs.

“Servant beasts should obey,” it whispered in Welstie’ svoice. “If they want to befed . . . and have their
wishesfulfilled.”

Chane' s eydids sagged closed. Something inside him cowered in anguish, like a chained beast with hands
instead of paws. It had fed on gristle and jointsfor too long, whileits master had just feasted on fresh
mest.

Chane opened his eyes when a cold breeze rolled across hisface.

Firdight danced over a stone ceiling above him. When he turned over, he found a congedled puddle of
viscous black fluid where his head had rested, and he touched the back of his skull, wincing.

L ooking about the entry room, his gaze passed over the withered remains of the young priest.

How long had he lain here unconscious?

The hearth’ sfire fill burned asif recently fuded. A tin kettle rested neer it, faint wisps of sleam risng
from its spout. And the cold breeze. . .

The front door was gjar.

Chane glanced up the dark stairwell. Not asound came from above. All was silent but for the crackle of
the flames and the cold air spilling around the open door. He struggled to hisfeet.

Twicerisen, Welstid had said, only in hisfirst year of death. Lessthan afull season past, Chane had
been beheaded, and Welstiel had somehow brought him back. The only evidence that it had ever
happened was the scar line around Chan€e' s throat—and his forever maimed voice. Some among the
dead would say he had been fortunate indeed.

Y et he had just tried to face an experienced undead freshly gorged on life.

Despite festering resentment, Chane acknowledged his own foolishness.

He tottered and bent over to brace his hands againgt his knees. Hisleft shoulder and elbow burned asif
filled with embedded needles. And now he wastruly hungry. His dead flesh ached for life with which to
repar itself.

But why was the front door open?

Chane stumbled over, pulling it wide. Falling snow swirled in the darkness outside, and he heard a grunt
off to the | ft.

Westid knelt in adrift, still naked to thewaist. Thintrails of steam rose from bloodstains on hisarmsand
chest. Heleaned down, scooping armfuls of snow, and splashed it over himsdlf, scrubbing furioudy. He
repeated the process over and over.

“Why?" Chane asked.

Weddtid lifted his head. Flakes of snow clung to the locks down his forehead. When his gaze landed on
Chane, his expression shifted from numb horror to startled wariness.



“Awake, areyou?’ he asked quietly, and rose to hisfeet. “ And reason returns once more. . . for the
moment . . . but always with one foot perched upon the Ferd Path.”

“What are you babbling about?” Chane rasped, though that last strange reference seemed familiar.

He tensed as Welstidl approached, but he was in no condition for another fight.

“Perhaps | should not help you reach your sages,” Welstiel went on, but he stared into the gorge, asif
done “Monger withamind . . .”

Chane hesitated. Welstiel had promised him letters of introduction to gain acceptance at one of the sages
main branches, across the sea—in exchange for Chane' s obedient service on thisjourney.

“A beast,” Wedtie whispered mockingly, “sent in among the learned of the cattle.”

That last word, which Chane had used so often, suggested Welstid wasfully aware of his presence, but
the tone made Chane' singtincts sharpen in warning. He sidestepped toward the switchback path down
the gorge' s sheer face, ready to bolt.

“Get back ingdel” Welstiel ordered.

Chane halted.

Wedtid stood as il asice, apae column of flesh surrounded in aswirling white snowfall.

Chane longed for the denied pleasure of afeast. Sustaining draughts from Welstid’ s cup might fuel him
more than feeding would, but they left him painfully unsatisfied in other ways. But the existence he most
desired ill awaited him, where he would spend his nights studying history and languagesin asages
guild. He closed his eyes and saw Wynn's ova face. Could he attain thisworld on his own and no longer
suffer Weldtie’ s madness?

“Now,” Welstie demanded. “Or stay and burn in the sun!”

Chaneraised hiseyesto the sky.

In the east, afaint glow exposed the black silhouette of the gorge s distant ridge. Where in this desolate
place would he find shelter if he ran? He backed into the entry room as Welstiel followed, damming the
door shut.

“Sit,” Wedid ingructed. “1 will have need of you soon. . . to guard them until they rise.”

Chane looked to the dark stairwell and finally understood.

Once before he had watched an undead feed to burgting and disgorge al it had swallowed. In faraway
Belahe had crouched in an dley while hismaker, Toret, took histimein choosing and killing two sallors,
who rose the next nightfall as undead servants.

“Y ou are making more of our kind?’ Chane asked.

Welstiel crossed to the roomy’ sfront corner and crouched to dig through his pack.

Chane remembered something else of Toret’ s efforts, and glanced at Welstidl’ s bare forearms. He saw
no dashesthere by which Westid would have force-fed his own fluidsto his cregtions.

“They will not rise,” Chane hissed. “Y ou have not fed them from yourself.”

Weldtid clicked histongue in disgust. “More superdtition . . . even among our kind.”

Although thiswas not the first correction Chane had received in his new existence, he knew better than to
question it. But if feeding the victim one' s own fluid was not necessary, then why did onevictim risefrom
desth while another did not?

Chane sthoughts turned to the smal cdllslining the upper passage. Hetried to count off the number of
those locked away.

“How many?’ he asked.

“Wewill not know until tomorrow’ snightfall,” Welstiel answered, making certain the front window
shutters were soundly latched against the sun. “1 took ten.”

Chane stared at him. Toret had taken only two at once, and the act had nearly incapacitated him.

“Ten more?” Chane asked in disbdlief. “In these mountains, with nothing to feed upon but those few il
dive?

“No,” Welstid answered. “Ten taken. Not ten undead . . . yet.”

Chane noticed the brown glass bottle in his companion’s hand.

“Not dl risefrom death,” Welstid said. “If | am fortunate, perhaps athird of thesewill.” He held out the
bottle. “Drink half. Y ou have duties, and | need you whole again.”



Chane recoiled. That chained beast inside him struggled againgt its bonds at being offered more scraps of
gridle.

He was trapped not only by the sun but by whét little life remained here. Where esein these winter
mountains could he hope to feed enough to reach civilization? He was trapped as well by hishopefor a
future. That was the true manacle around his neck—and Welstid held itschain.

Chane took the bottle.

Lost in dormancy, the deeper heard acry. A second, then athird unintelligible voice joined the first,
aternating and growing in volume. The deeper shifted and began to rouse.

But inthe dark, abrief glint vanished. Too quick initsretreat, the flicker seemed like alight upon
something huge and black undulating in the dark.

Chane awoke upon the entry room’ s stone floor and sat up quickly. He had never dreamed in dormancy
before.

Muted moans and cries drifted down the stairwell, and Chane took brief relief in redlization. The sounds
had come from the dead rousing in the cdlls, not in hisdream, and the glint in the dark, asif something
moved.. . .

Chaneturned around.

A dim line of fading light stretched acrossthe floor. Thelast of dusk’slight crept between the window's
shutters. Thelow fire il burned in the hearth, but the young priest’ s withered corpse was gone, and
Welstid was nowherein sght. Only then did Chane notice adim light at the top of the stairs.

The moans and agonized cdls pulled a him. He took dow steps up the stairwell and saw alantern upon
thefloor. Welstid sat upon astoal just beyond it in the passage’ s near corner.

“Six,” Wegtid whispered, his voice laced with astonishment. “Can you hear them? Six of ten, dl risen.
My highest hope had been three.”

Chane barely heard him aslonging surged a the smdll of blood till on the floor. Panicked mewling
escaped through the spaces below the cell doors and echoed along the stone walls. Or werethey only in
Chane' smind?

The second door on the left rattled.

It shuddered twice as something rammed againgt itsinner side, and then lurched asit was pulled hard
from within. A sharp grating of meta on stone snapped Chane from his morbid fascination. In place of
wood shards, each door handle on the left was jammed with aplain iron shaft.

“You will now watch over them,” Welstid said. “| have other preparations to make.”

Chane caught the implication. “Y ou have been here watching al day? How . . . how could you keep from
fdling dormant?’

Weddtid ignored him. Moreiron barsleaned against the wall beyond his stoal.

“Y ou plan to drain more of them . . . and brace them in?’ Chane asked.

Wegtie shook his head, still watching the one shuddering door. “ The spare bars are for when oneisno
longer enough.”

Chane stared at Welstiel, confused. Had the man abandoned al reason amid anight of gluttony, driven
over the edge by hisrevulsion for feeding? Living priests were till trapped in the right-side cells—to
satisfy the appetites of Welstie’ s newborns. If he knew his crestions would bresk free, then why wait to
reinforce the doors? And why keep his new servantslocked up at al?

Asif reading Chane' sthoughts, Welstid answered. “To let them hope they might yet break free and feed
... and as reason fades and desperation grows, to take that hope—and sanity—and leave only the
hunger.”

Welgtiel headed downgtairs as Chane stared numbly after him.

“Do not let them out,” Welstiel warned softly, pausing at the bottom. “ And if by chance you glimpse one
through the crack of astraining door . . . do not ook initseyes. Y ou may see too much of yoursdlf
reflected there.”

Chane backed into the corner, settled upon the stool, and closed a hand tightly upon aspareiron rod.
He couldn’t choose the greater madness surrounding him insde thisfortress.

Wasit the new undeads within those smdl cdlls, or wasit Welstiel, who had made them?



Welstid retrieved his pack and headed down the passage off from the front door. He had made it
through the day without falling dormant—uwithout avigtation from his patron of dreams. But he would not
get through another such day without aid.

He opened the few doors along the way but found only storage rooms, not quite the private place to
safely gft through hisbelongings. The passage’ s end spilled into awide room with long rough tablesand
benches—a communa med hall—and he wasted no time looking abot.

Wegtie threw open the pack’ s flap to dig inside and withdraw afrosted glass globe. Three dancing
gparks of light flickered withinit. Their glow brightened at histouch, enough to illuminate the table.
Fishing again, he retrieved the iron pedestl with the hoop on top and set the globe upon it. Then he
opened the pack wider.

Y ears had passed since he had needed to drug himself. He pushed aside books, metd rods, a hoop of
marked stedl, and the box that held the cup with which he fed. At the pack’ s bottom, hisfingertips
brushed soft fabric over something more solid. He pulled out this hidden object wrapped in a sheet of
indigo fdlt.

Welgtiel unwrapped the covering, exposing athin box bound in black leather, and tilted the lid up. Insde
were six glass vids cushioned in felt padding, each with asilver screw-top stopper. All but one were
empty, and that one wasfilled with murky liquid like watery violet ink.

Two doses per vid, and one dose could stave off dormancy for afew days at best. He needed much
more—as much as he could make. Tonight, he planned to search the monastery for the componentsto
create more. Hopefully the hidden enclave of priest hedlers would have the supplies he required.

He was done being a puppet—done with his dream patron.

From here on, he served only himsdlf, and had no wish to meet those black coilsin his dreams ever
again. He unscrewed the onefull via and afishy sweet scent filled his nose as he downed haf its bitter
contents.

Welstie grimaced, wishing for teato wash away the taste. He closed the vid and returned it back to its
padded dot. Once the box for his concoctions was sealed and rewrapped, he tucked it in the bottom of
his pack.

The orb of hisdesire, the promised artifact from the world’ slost past, was locked away in an ice-bound
cadtle guarded by ancient ones—vampires. When he gained it, he would never feed on mortasagain. Or
50 hisdream patron had told him.

Once, he had believed that controlling Magiere, his dhampir haf-sister, was the way to acquire this
treasure. But her actions grew more and more unpredictable. Still, one phrase whispered by hisdream
patron rang true.

The sister of the dead will lead you.

Though his patron was often evasive or deceitful, Welstiel believed these few words. In dream visitations
to that six-towered castle, he had seen afigure upon its steps, waiting at the great iron doors. He knew
he needed Magiere. She was necessary, either to find or to gain entrance to that place, or merely to face
its guardians as a hunter of the dead. But if Welstiel could not control her directly nor trust his patron, he
would need more than Magiere to assure his success.

He needed minions—mindless, savage, without mortal weaknesses—to serve him in the coming days.
He needed ferdls.

Hafway through the third night’ svigil, Chane s reason began to fracture. He could barely hold off the
false hunger brought on by the wails and hammering within the cells. And though hetried to bury himsdlf
in memories of Wynn and fancies of an existence far from this place, it did not work.

At the sound of splitting wood, Chane lurched to awareness and rushed the first door on the left.
Thetop corner above the latch warped inward. Pale fingers with torn and split nails wedged through the
gpace. They were smeared in fresh and dried black ichor. Chane dammed an iron bar againgt the
wriggling knuckles,

An outraged snarl erupted behind the door, and the stained fingers jerked from sight. The door dapped
back into its stone frame, and Chane jammed a second iron bar through the handle.

He covered hisears, trying to shield himsdlf from the yel ps and moans and scratching upon wood. Then



he retreated down the corridor to the far end—as far as he could get without fleeing the upper floor
atogether.

Tohunt. . .feed. .. andtheblessed release of blood filled up histhoughts.

His gaze drifted to the other side of the passage, and the doors barred only by wood.

How long would Welstiel starve his new children before feeding them?What if there was not enough for
them—or nothing left for Chane but Welstiel’ slittle cup? He turned away from the doors, and his gaze
fdll upon the sixth right-side cdll. Its door was gill gar from Weltid’ s night of gluttony.

Chane shuffled over to look ingde, though hislantern Ieft by the stool provided scant light, even for his
keen night vision. A shadowy stain of congealed and dried blood marred an old canvas pillow on aplain
bed. Little dsein the room promised distraction from torment, from asmall discolored chest of tin
fixturesto the ova rug woven from faded fabric scraps. Thelittle bedside table.. . .

Chane s eyesfixated on the book resting there. He stepped in and seized it.

Its page edges were rippled from long use, and he felt deep creasesin the thick leather cover. Old but
well crafted, what use would rdligious recluses have for such a soundly bound volume? Chane stepped
out into the passage for better light.

The cover’ sgilded |ettering was haf-gone, but he till made out the title written in old Stravinan.

“The Pastoral Path,” Chane whispered, and flipped pages at random.

It was abook of poetry and verse. He stared into the vacant room, wondering about its previous
occupant. Why would anyone living such an austere existence want a poetic work?

A sudden twinge tightened Chane' s shoulder and the side of his neck.

He headed back to hisstool, skirting the cells of the living but averting his eyes from those of the undead.
But as he settled in the passage corner, the book il in hand, he could not stop gazing at those silent
doors on theright, their handles barred with only wood. A nagging, unformed thought turned in the back
of hismind.

With it came afear he didn’t quite understand.

He flung the book down the passage. It skidded until it caught in the congeding pool of blood.

A loud screech from thefirst barred cell brought Chane to hisfeet, and he grabbed another iron rod. He
heard wood breaking, followed by growls of fury, but the door did not buck initsframethistime.
Something was happening ingde the cell.

One voice—femae—screamed louder than thefirst. Her sound was smothered by the hungry wail of a
third. A pain-pitched shriek ripped out of her, dong with the sounds of tearing cloth and bestial snarls.
Her voice broke in panting sobs, then gags. A wet tearing followed.

Chane stood staring at the door, unable to move.

Struggles within the cdlls faded more each night, but by the fifth, Chane was dmost deef to them.
Welstiel stepped out of the stairwell.

He was dressed in black breeches and faded white shirt, and carried water skinsand small sacksthat
smelled faintly of old bread. He approached the first door on the right, opened it, and tossed in awater
skin and a sack. Before anyone within could speak or move, he dammed the door and reinserted its
wood brace. He repeated the process twice more.

How often had he done this?

“We must keep them dive,” Welstid said absently and then tilted his chin toward the dairs.

Chane' s night watch ended once more, and he dipped down the stairwell.

Each dawn, he' d discovered small oddities about the entry room. Nothing extraordinary, but something
different each time. One night, Welstiel’ s pack had rested by the fireplace. Strange rods of differing dark
tones peeked out the side of itstop flap, but Chane was too mentally worn to be curious. Later, he had
noticed the old tin tegpot near the hearth, but no cup in Sight and no lingering aroma of brewed tea.

On the fourth night, the room was more orderly but smelled of crushed herbs—and something fishy and
sweet that Chane could not identify.

Tonight, Welstiel’ s pack sat upon the bench, and beside it rested a small bottle and aleather-bound box,
longer and narrower than the walnut one which held his brass feeding cup.

Chane had never seen this box before.



A few timesin their journey he had wondered what items an artificer of conjury like Welstid might carry.
All heknew of werethe brass cup and Westid’ s “ring of nothing,” which shielded him and anyone he
touched from those who could sense the undead.

Chane crept closer. As he crouched down, afishy-sweet odor rose around the leather-bound box.
When he picked up the bottle, it was strong with the same scent. He returned the bottle to its place and
reached for the pack’ s top flap.

Someone shifted in the upper passage of cdlls.

Hefroze, his hand poised above the pack, and glanced toward the stairs as his hearing widened. Welstiel
shifted upon the stool in the upper passage. Chane clenched his hand into afist and lowered it.

If he could hear Welgtid, then the mad undead might just aseasly hear him.

And mingling with the fishy odor was the scent of herbs, just as he had smdlled in the back workroom.
What had Welstid been doing down here dl through the night?

Chanerose dowly. He paused at each step, listening for movement in the upper passage, until he
rounded the second turn into the workroom. The scent of herbs was strong. He ducked and wove his
way between the tables and dangling bundles of drying plants, searching for anything odd or out of place.
And on onetable, he found amess.

Among knives and pestles and scraps of wax paper was atin dish, blackened insde asif a substance had
been boiled within it. Then he spotted the dried flowers. He leaned closer and caught the faint residue of
color—pae yellow but darkening to plum at the centers—and helifted afragile dry peta, taking a careful
whiff. The sweet, fishy scent was powerful, and he quickly pulled the blossoms from hisface as
recognition hit him.

It was Dyvjaka Svonchek, caled “boar’ sbell” in Belaskian, after the shape of itsyellow flowersand the
superdtition that only wild boars and the heartiest beasts could egt it. It had other folk names, with
meanings like FHooding Dusk, Nightmare' s Bresth, and Blackbane.

In other words, poison—toxic and mind dtering, if inhaled too deeply by theliving.

Chaneturned afull circle, looking around.

Wheat use would a Noble Dead have for poison?

What had Welstidl been doing in here?



CHAPTER TWO

“Magiere, look there,” Sgéile said, pointing past her. “Y our ship comesto harbor.”

Magiere stepped to the dock’ s end beside him and shielded her eyes with one hand against the bright
un.

“That large one?’ she asked.

Sgéile nodded, gtill watching the ship. “Yes”

Even from a distance, the tawny-hulled vessel appeared to glide across the waves as it headed for port at
the even city of Ghoivne Ajhghe—Front of the Deep. It rode strangdly high, asif moving from onewave
top to the next. Iridescent shimmersreflected from its sailslike white satin under the late winter sun—or
what should have been winter. Here on the Elven Territories northern shore, the air felt morelike early
spring.

An ocean breeze whipped atendril of Magiere' sblack hair across her eyes. She brushed it aside and
peered intently at this strange vessal cometo carry her and her companions away. Long and deek, its
prow dtretched to apoint like aheadless spear, and the hull’ slip seemed lightly curved like aholly leaf’ s
edge. For an ingtant, she thought aripple of dark green flickered acrossits hull from light reflected off the
water, but the color quickly returned to rich golden tan.

Other vessdls, both small and large, sailed in and out of the vast bay or were dready harbored inits
waters and at the long docks. Various barges that had come down inland rivers were tied off at the piers.
Elves upon the docks unloaded and reloaded goods to be exchanged with city shops and outbound
vesss.

“Ah, saven held” someone muttered. “We re actudly going to board that thing?’

Magiere glanced back, and Lees| grimaced as he stepped in beside Sgéile. Shelooked them over.
Sgéile wasfull even and an anmaglahk—atrained n and spy, who'd sworn to protect Lees| and
his companions, including Magiere hersdlf. She hadn’t known him long and could rarely read his subtle
expressons.

Lees| wasonly half-blooded.

With oblong ears|ess peaked than those of afull-blooded df, he shared other traits with Sgéile' s people,
from silky blond hair—white-blond, in his case—to amber eyes and tan skin. Lees|’ seyeswere smaller
than afull-blooded df’ s, though till dightly larger than ahuman’s, and his complexion was lighter. Above
average height for ahuman, like Magiere, he was short by elven stlandards. Beardless—aswere dl mae
elves—hiswedged chin looked blunt compared to Sgéile's.

“My dinner’scoming up just looking &t it,” Lees| added, glowering at the gpproaching vessd.

“Ther€ sno other way,” Magiere said. “Unless you care to cross the mountains on foot again.”
Shewasin no mood for hiswhining. They’ d only been on one short seavoyage, to Bela, and Lees| had
been sick the entire journey. With adramatic sigh, he shouldered around Sgéile to grasp her gloved hand.
After traveling downriver on abarge from Crijheéi che—Origin-Heart—they’ d spent only one night and
day here, but Magiere was anxious to be off again. Sgéile had brought her to the docks the moment he
heard their ship neared harbor.

“When can we leave?’ she asked.

Sgdile lowered hiseyesto hers. “The ship returnsfrom its run dong our eastern coastal settlements. Once
cargo isexchanged, it will be ready to depart.”

“How long will that take?’

“Severa days, perhaps. It depends on the cargo to be acquired.”

More delays.

But compared to everything Magiere had been through since entering the Elven Territories, arriving at the
city had brought somerelief. It was good to see ocean again and bregthe seaair, asin Miiska, her
faraway home, but it was still elven land. She peered back a Ghoivne Ajhghe stretching aong the
coadline.

Inland evesresided in cultured wild groves of living tree dwellings, but this one and only city was
constructed partly of ornately carved wood, partly of stone, and partly of other materials she couldn’t



name. A wild array of structures spread aong the shore above the beach amid sparse but massive trees,
not only behind her, but dso where the shore continued on the far side of the H§h River’ swide mouth
spilling into the bay .

Various shops, dwellings, tents, and inns bustled with activity. She could just make out the tawny roof of
thetal inn where she and Leesi| were lodged—a ong with their companions, Chap and Wynn. It rose
three stories high around a giant em with branches spread like a second roof over the building.

The dves here ill treated Magiere like a savage outs de—a human— though more discreetly than their
inland brethren. She had long since grown accustomed to thinly veiled loathing, but the greeter part of her
driveto leave came from something more unsettling.

A dream—and the polite urgency of an old sagein Bela

Thejourney’ s next leg was a search for along-forgotten artifact. Magiere was determined to keep it out
of the hands of amurdering Noble Dead— her half-brother, Welstiel. Wynn's old master sage, “Domin”
Tilswith as he wastitled, was the one who' d first requested help from Magiere and Lees|. He feared
letting an ancient device from the Forgotten History fal into any such hands,

Until recently, Magiere had put aside the master sage’ s concern. In addition to not knowing whereto
search for the artifact, she' d had other goals which meant more to her. Then black-scaled coils appeared
in her dark dream on thefirg night within the city.

Tdler than amounted rider, the creature showed her a six-towered castlelocked inice, and avoice
whispered . . .

Sster of the dead, lead on.

Magiere had avoken in acold swest, crying out for Leesl.

She' d seen the coils once before in far-off Droevinka, but she' d been awake that time, outside the dead
village of Apudésat. She and her canine companion, Chap, fought to escape from the decrepit
necromancer Ubad. When they gained the upper hand, that madman had called upon something by
name.

il’Samar.

Turning black coils materiaized ghostlike among the dank trees around the clearing. The voice that came
like awhisper throughout the forest ignored Ubéad’ s pleaand left him to Chap’ s savagery. Earlier that
same night, while Magiere had been lost within her dead mother’ s spirit-memories, she'd witnessed her
half-brother, Welstiel, whispering inthe night . . . asif to something no one else could see or hesr.
Perhaps that something was the same black-scaled thing that had whispered in Magiere' s dream—and in
the clearing with Ubad. Perhapsit was the same ancient force behind the old necromancer’ s scheming of
her birth by Welstiel’ s undead father. In the days following her dream, Magiere remembered afew
words Wynn and Domin Tilswith had trandated from an old scroll out of the Forgotten. It mentioned an
ancient enemy caled “the night voice.”

And Wynn had trandated “il’ Samar” asaname or title akin to “ conversation in the dark.”

In Magiere stimein the Elven Territories, she'd learned that no undead had ever entered elven land, not
eveninthefaraway sanctuary on Wynn's continent, where the last of the living had fled in the war of the
Forgotten. But she, daughter of a Noble Dead, had entered here. Her very touch drained life from its
trees, and she had taken to wearing gloves, avoiding any direct contact with the elven forest.
Magierefeared al these connections closing in on her. And since the night of her dream, she'd learned to
fear deep aswdl. Asdways, fear made her angry—enough to find this forgotten artifact, be donewithiit,
and go home.

And in the dream’ s wake, she knew whereto go, or at least in which direction to start. It pulled at her
from within. Magiere hoped the elven ship’s crew finished quickly with their cargo.

“We were not in the shop too long! | barely had time to glance about before you pushed me out the
door!”

Thefamiliar high-pitched voice drew Magiere from her heavy thoughtsto see asilver-gray dog and atall
elf in dark gray-green coming down the dock. Chap led the way, tail high but head low as he glared
blankly ahead with an occasiond twitch of jowl that exposed sharp teeth. Brot’ an walked behind him.
Unlike his people, Brot' an was broad and solid, built almost like a human, but tall even for an df. His



white-blond hair was rather coarse, and its gray streaks turned silvery under the sun. As he neared, four
long scars stood out upon hisfaintly lined face. They ran down hisforehead’ sright Sde, jumped hiseye,
and continued across his cheekbone. He was dressed like Sgéile in the monotone cloak, tunic, and
breeches of the Anmaglahk, the caste of elven spiesand ns—though they wouldn’t describe
themsealves as such.

Anmaglahk feared little, yet Brot’ an strode swiftly, asif trying to flee pursuit without being obvious. Even
Chap quickened hislope at the berating voice harrying them both.

“Wemust go back!” the high femalevoiceinssted. “1 have not finished my notes. Areyou listening to
me?’

Brot’an’slarge stature blocked his pursuer from view—until Wynn Hygeorht scurried around hisside,
trying to catch up.

“And stop calingme‘girl’! Just because you are longer-lived—and a hulk among your own kind—does
not make me achild by comparison.”

Thelittle sage took two quick stepsfor every one of Brot’an’s, and her head barely reached his
midchest. Somewhere past twenty years of age, Wynn's light-brown hair hung loose and blew wildly
about her ova, olive-toned face. Dressed in borrowed yellow breeches and aloose russet tunic made for
ayouth of Sgéile' s clan, her pant legswererolled up to keep her from tripping. The faded man’s cloak
shewore, with its poorly hemmed bottom, made her attire even moreridiculous.

“Did you hear me?’ she demanded, grasping a Brot' an’s cloak.

Anmaglahk were difficult to read, and more so with the so-called masters among them, such as Brot’an
and Urhkar—but not today. Brot’ an’s stoic expression bore asilent pleafor assistance.

Magiere couldn’t suppressasmirk. “Wynn, leave Brot' an done. Y ou’ ve dragged him about enough for
oneday.”

Chap growled with ashort bark of agreement and thumped his haunches down on the dock beside
Magiere. Wynn glared back in disbdlief.

“Elveswere usng a strangely shaped clay oven to smoke-dry salmon in afish house. | have never seen
the processwork so quickly. Thisisuseful information to record . . . and | foresee no opportunity to
return here anytime soon. Do you?’

“Shewas—" Brot’an cut in sharply then regained his polite tone. “ She was asking many questions. | felt
it best that we leave.”

Magiere understood both their frugtrations. Neither she nor Wynn nor even Leesil could walk about
unescorted. No human had ever been welcomein this part of theworld, let doneleft it again. Wynn was
ascholar and a sage, and thus fluent in the e ven diadect from her own continent. But she dways had to
gtick her little nose into everything new and strange that she stumbled upon.

“Look, there’ sour ship,” Magiere said, and pointed, hoping to distract the sage.

Wynn's scowl faded. “ The large one?’

Chap pricked up his ears, and Magiere scratched between them. He whined and looked back toward
the city. Or was he peering to the forest beyond it? He' d done that agood dedl of |ate, often
disappearing for long periods and leaving Magiere to wonder what he’ d been up to. Chap swung hislong
muzzle back toward the gpproaching ship, and sunlight caught in hisblue crystaline eyes and slvery fur.
“Beautiful . ..,” Wynnwhispered. “Look at its sailsl How does a cargo vessel ride so high and swift?”
More questions, and Brot’ an let out adeep sigh.

“Beautiful?’ Leesi| scoffed. “We ll see how beautiful itis. . . after you' ve doshed about init for afew
days.”

Wynn arched an eyebrow at him. “I never get seasick. | enjoyed the voyage across the ocean to
Bdaski.”

Leesl’smouth tightened, and Magiere wished Wynn would just stop talking.

“Youwill adjugt, Léshil,” Sgéile said, pronouncing Leesil’snamein Elvish. “1t took daysfor measwell.
But after enough voyages, | no longer succumb to avessd’srocking at sea.”

Brot’an dipped around to Magiere sfar side, perhaps using her asabarrier againgt Wynn. Chap dunk
the other way around Leesil and wrinkled hisjowlsat Brot' an. The dog il didn’t care for the master



anmaglahk’ s presence.

Magierelifted her chin to meet Brot' an’ slarge amber eyes. Up close, his scarswere aslight as human
skin. He seemed troubled by more than Wynn's pestering.

“What?" she asked.

“The council of elders,” he began, “promised aship to ddiver you wherever you wished to go, but so far,
you have named no degtination. | must give ingtructionsto the ship’s master.”

Magiere had known this moment would come—and had dreaded it. Brot’ an frowned, waiting for an
answer.

“I don’'t exactly know,” she said. “Only that we must head south . . . along the eastern coast.”

Even to her, the explanation sounded vague.

“Thereisnothing aong that route,” Sgéile said. “No settlements beyond our territory, not even for
humans, except far south . . . the Y lladon States.”

Shedidn’t know the place he mentioned, but Sgéil€ s voice held aless than subtle mdice. Surprising,
since hetook greet effort to remain ever polite. Magiere sfrustration increased. She didn’t know what to
say without reveding that her only guides were adream and the pull of her ingtinct.

“Magiere. ..,” Wynnwhispered. “Thereisno other way.”

“Wynn, don't—" Lees| began.

“We are not looking for asettlement,” Wynn cut in, and pushed him aside, peering around Magiere at
Brot’ an. “ Rather an object, hidden in ice-capped mountains, in a castle on this continent. Long forgotten
and guarded by old ones. . . which likely means undead.”

Leed| tried to grab her. “Wynn, that’ s enough!”

The little sage swatted his hand aside and kept on talking, even as Chap growled and grabbed the hem of
her cloak.

“My quild believesthis artifact isfrom what we call the Forgotten History. And that Magiere may bethe
only onewho canretrieveit . . . considering she was born ahunter of the dead.”

Rising anger choked off Magiere s rebuke, but the small sage only glared back at her.

“They must betold,” Wynn said. “How else can Brot’ an arrange a voyage without a destination? After al
that has happened in Crijhediche, we have few secrets from him.”

“Cork it, Wynn!” Lees| snapped.

“Hewill know best how much to relate to the captain,” Wynn snapped back, and jerked her cloak from
Chap’sjaws. “Besides, our task is no threat to his people—perhaps just the opposite, if we keep this
artifact from the wrong hands.”

Magiere’smouth hung partly open, shocked at what Wynn blurted out in front of two anmaglahk.
Brot'an, aswell as Sgéile, had risked hislife and more to protect Magiere and those she cared for. But
gill, Magiere had an urge to toss Wynn into the bay.

Y et what was the aternative—to leave Brot’ an with no ingtructions for the captain? Neither she nor
Lees| knew the eastern coadt, so faking a destination wasimpossible. Magiere raised awarning finger
before Wynn started up again and turned to Brot’ an.

“We haveto find thisthing, whatever it is, and take it to the sages. We promised that much, but we don’t
know exactly whereit is—only what Wynn said, and that we must travel south aong the eastern coast.”
Brot’ an’ s unblinking amber eyes stared down at Magiere. Sgéile remained slently attentive.

“Who are these sages?’ Brot’ an suddenly asked.

It wasn't among thefirst questions Magiere had expected, but Wynn's people had arrived on this
continent less than ayear past. Even the Anmaglahk might not know of them as yet. Magiere cocked her
head toward Wynn.

“Scholars, like her. Their guildisin Bela”

“One branch of our guild, actudly,” Wynn corrected. “The Guild of Sagecraft. We build and care for
repositories of knowledge. Places of learning where sageslike mysdlf live and work. Good people,

Brot’ an. They preserve what they gather, that which should not be forgotten or lost again. And they can
discern what this object isand how to keep it safe.”

Magiere wasn't about to let the Anmaglahk know from whom she' d learned of this artifact—the same



person she was trying to keep it from. The sun had dipped down the sky toward the faraway Broken
Range, and dusk was sitling in.

“I will spesk to the ship’shkomas” Brot' an said findly. “I am uncertain how well hewill respond to a
journey with no destination, especially beyond our own waters. But do not repeat what you have told me
to anyone.” He nodded to Wynn. “| hold and value your trust.”

Another awkward silence followed, until Sgéile spoke. “Brot’ an’ duivé, would you see them to their
lodging? | have dutiesto attend.”

“Yes, certainly,” Brot’ an replied, ushering everyone down the docks.

Magiere wondered what duties Sgéile could have here, besides his sworn guardianship. She was il
annoyed with Wynn but dso alittle rdieved, though she' d never confessiit.

Everyone stepped off the dock onto the sandy shore, and Chap whined, dancing sideways afew steps
toward the city. Magiere knew he really wanted to run for the forest beyond it.

“He sbeen doing that every day,” she muttered.

Wynn pulled tangles of loose hair out of her face. “Oh, stop whining and just go.”

Chap bolted updope, disappearing between atall stone building and ataler em.

Magiere trudged the shore road until it turned inland across sandy earth, winding toward their temporary
home. She glanced over her shoulder at the sea, feeling some ease that they would soon be on their way.
But when she turned back, facing south by southeast, the pull within her grew stronger.

Sgdile sthoughts tumbled as he darted through the trees, deeper into the forest beyond Ghoivne Ajhghe.
From theingtant hefirgt intercepted L éshil entering his people slands, Sgéile had siworn guardianship to
protect the haf-blood and his companions.

L éshil had somehow managed to pass the Broken Range amid brutal winter and walk straight into the
forest, unhindered. He had come to free his mother, Cuirin’ nén’a, from imprisonment imposed by her
own caste. And in the end, he had succeeded. But so much more had happened during Léshil’ stime
among Sgéil€ s people, the an’ Créan—Those of the Blood.

Sgdile had guided Léshil to Roise Charmune, the Seed of Sanctuary, in the sacred buria place of the

an’ Créan’ smost ancient ancestors. There he had watched in awe as L éshil was given—rather than
chose—histrue name.

L éshiarel aohk—Sorrow-Tear’ s Champion.

The ancestors accepted a half-blood as an’ Créan and saw fit to call him a champion—but for what
reason? Even more, they had shown themselves to L éshil—despite Sgéile’ simproper presence, for
name-taking was aways done alone.

None of this had ever happened before.

Puzzled, Sgéile could only guard Léshil until the whole truth became clear.

For days, he had wavered over whether or not to accompany Léshil in returning to his home, to make
certain he arrived safely. Now it appeared that Magiere was steering L éshil el sewhere toward an
uncertain future. Or wasthisaso part of Léshil’ sdestiny?

Sgéile sank to hisknees before awide beech tree. He desperately needed guidance.

Coadtd forests differed from the inland and his clan’s own lands. Trees grew farther apart, and the earth
was gritty rather than soft and loamy. Cool air blew in the branches, and Sgéile drew his cloak close as
he took asmall oval of word-wood from his pocket. It had been “grown” from the great oak home of
AoishenisAhére, Most Aged Father, the leader of the Anmaglahk.

Sgéile placed it againgt the beech treg’ strunk and whispered, “ Father?”

All anmaglahk cdled Aoishenis-Ahére by thisname. The world was silent but for the wind-stirred leaves
overheed, until awelcome voice, thin and reedy, filled Sgale smind.

Sgéilsheilleache, my son.

“Yes, Father, | anhere. . . dill at Ghoivne Ajhghe.”

Has there been a delay?

Sgdile hesitated. “ The ship arranged by the council of elders has only just arrived. Cargo must be
exchanged beforeit leaves port, but . . .”

What troubles you?



“Leéshil isnot traveling home. Magiere has requested that they be taken south along the eastern coast . . .
in search of an artifact sought by their human scholar.”

Most Aged Father did not respond at first. What artifact?

“They know only that it isancient, possibly as old asthe lost days of the enemy you have warned us
againg . . . from what Wynn calstheir Forgotten History. She mentioned acastle in ice-capped
mountainsto the south . . . somewhere. And they believe Magiereisthe oneto obtain it. Brot' &n’ duivé
will ask the ship’s hkomasto follow her request.”

Sgdiletried to be precise, hoping for wise counsdl. But Most Aged Father’ s silence drew out so long that
Sgéile’ shand cramped with tension where he held the word-wood to the tree’ s bark.

Do not worry, my son. | will see to the matter. Once Brot’ an’ duivé has instructed the ship’s
master, have himreturn to Crijhediche at once. You will remain to see the humans off.

“Seethem off?’ Sgéile repeated in confusion. He had expected more.

Yes. . . then | believe you wish timein your clan’s central enclave, with your grandfather and
cousin? It isgood to return to family and see firsthand all that we are sworn to protect.

Syédile diffened. Was Most Aged Father reminding him of his duty?

Send Brot’an’duivé to Crijheéiche . . . tonight.

Most Aged Father’ s voice faded from Sgéile s thoughts, and he knelt there amoment longer in confusion
before findly lifting the word-wood from the beech’ s bark. Sgéile rose to head back to the inn, but froze
at ashadow’ sshift on his|eft.

“Beat ease,” avoicesaid.

Brot' &’ duive stepped into sight from beneath an elm'’ s sagging branches. Hisfirst movement inthetree's
shadow had been but a polite announcement of hisarrival.

“Y ou have reported to Most Aged Father?’ he asked.

“Yes,” Sgéile answered, “and he requested that you return to Crijhediche, tonight. | am to stay and see
Léshil and the others off.”

“To seethem off?’ Brot’ an’ duivé asked, histone hard but quit.

Sgéile watched hisface. Brot' &n’ duivé was more than Anmaglahk. Hewas

Greimasy’ 8h—Shadow-Gripper—one of the remaining four who had stepped beyond even the most
highly trained of Sgéile' scaste.

Brot' &’ duivé was a magter of silence and shadows.

“Perhaps. . . it isbetter that you accompany Léshil and his companions, ” Brot’ an’ duivé added, more
composed. “ Alone among the ship's crew, they will have only young Wynn to trandate for them.”

At firgt, the suggestion stunned Sgéile, but relief quickly followed at someone ese voicing his own wish.
But, not for thefirst time, Brot’ &’ duiveé placed him in adifficult position.

“Most Aged Father feds otherwise” Sgéile answered carefully.

“Had he heard Wynn, | am certain he would agree with me. The crew—our people—will never be at
ease with humansin their midst. When | return to Crijhediche, | will explainthis. . . face-to-face with
Most Aged Father.”

Sgdile suspected a palite ruse in those final words, but he had aready made his own choice. And
perhaps the Greimasy' 8h merely wished to give him the excuse to do so.

“I will travel with Léshil,” Sgéilesad. “I will continue my guardianship.”

"Good, then | will stay to see you off "—and before Sgéile raised concern, Brot’ an’ duiveé shook his
head. “Do not worry. Most Aged Father will understand my delay when | speak with him.”

With a parting nod and ahaf-amile, Brot’ an’ duive turned away and melted into the forest’ s dusky
shadows.

Sgéile didiked being caught between Most Aged Father and Brot’ an' duivé—again. But with hisdecision
made, he breathed deeply in relief and turned eastward toward the Hgh River. Taking the longer way to
the shore would give him afew more moments alonein peace.

Soon, he came upon the docks beyond the river’ s mouth where barges with no seaward cargo tied off.
Such abarge was just arriving, though unusua for after dark. About to pass on and turn into the city’s
near side, Sgéile spotted the green-gray of an anmaglahk cloak as someone stepped ashore.



Had another of his caste been sent? He veered back through sparse aspens aong theriver, but even
before he cleared the trees, the figure turned and called out.

“Sgéilshelleache”

Sgéile hdted in surprise as Osha jogged toward him with ayouthful grin on hislong face. Hewastaler
than Sgdile, and hislanky armswere too long for historso.

“Why areyou here?’ Sgéile asked. “ Did Most Aged Father send you?’

This hardly seemed possible. Osha had accompanied Sgéile in guardianship of Léshil on their journey
through the forest. He was young, still in the early stages of training, and had an open and honest manner
that leaned toward naive.

“No,” Oshaanswered, ill grinning, hislarge teeth exposed. “ Gleannéohkan’ thva, your grandfather, sent
me the day after you left. He said you planned to return home, and that | was invited—so you could
continuemy training! | came so that we might travel together.”

Sgéile sbrief peace shattered. For one thing, he was no longer going home, and for therest . . . Truly, he
intended to help Osha, but he had never thought of formally accepting the young man as astudent. That
wasimpossible.

As an anmaglahk, Osha had shown himsdlf to be.. . . adequate.

Competent with abow and sufficient in hand-to-hand, his stedlth was poor. His ability with foreign
languages was questionable, and he was far too open and trusting.

“| cannot go home,” Sgéile said quietly. “I continue guardianship of Léshil and his companions, and leave
tomorrow to travel with them by sea.”

Oshd sgrin vanished.

Clearly he had thought that an invitation to winter with Sgéle' sfamily was a prelude to something more.
It pained Sgéile to add to Osha’' s many disappointments, but he had more important matters at hand.
Oshareached up his deeves and jerked both of his stilettos free.

Sgéile did back out of reach, gpprehension rising.

Osha spun the blades, gripping them with blades pointed earthward. Before Sgéile could protest, Osha
fdll to hisknees and dammed both blades into the forest floor. Sgéile’ s heart dropped in his chest.

The young anmaglahk placed both hands flat on the sandy earth and bowed his head.

“Sgéilshellleache, | beg the honor . . . ;" Oshabegan softly, but his voice shook with desperation. “1 beg
acceptance into your tutelage. Be my guide to achieve my place among our caste.”

Sgdile had no wish to further harm Osha, who acted properly but presumed too much. It was far too
soon for Oshato make such arequest. But Sgéile faltered before he could utter his denial.

Had that time aready passed? Had he somehow given the impression that he would consider such a
relationship? Wasthis hisfault? And if he now refused, what would become of Osha?

Sgaile took a step, and each following one grew heavier under the weight Osha had thrown upon him. He
reached down, gripped the hilts of Osha s blades, and pulled them from the earth.

Without a seasoned anmaglahk as teacher to complete Osha' s training— and one with exceptional
patience—the young man had no future. Initiates fresh from rudimentary training and of lesser years had
sought and gained aforma teacher, but Osha had not.

Osharemained till, waiting with head bowed.

Syéile suppressed asigh. “Will you follow my teaching, until your need isfulfilled?’

“I swear,” Oshaanswered.

“Will you heed my word and my way, until our bond isfulfilled?”

“I swear.”

“And upon that night, when you step into sllence and shadow among our caste, what purpose will my
effort in you have attained?’

“I will serve the defense of our people and the honor of the Anmaglahk.”

Sgdile flipped both blades, catching their tips. Ashe held out the stilettos, Oshallifted his head.

Oshd slarge wide eyesfilled with relief, but his hands shook as they closed on the offered hilts.
“Itisagreat privilege,” he whispered, and stood up, unsteady on hisfeet.

At Sgéile sslence, Oshabowed once, turning toward the city. Sgéile fell in beside his one and only



student.

Something struck Chan€' sleg hard, jerking him awake. He lay by the hearth in the monastery’s
entryway, and Welstiel stood over him.

“Timetofeedthem...,” Wddtid sad. “Just amorsd to fight over.”

Chane did not like the sound of this.

“Search the front passage,” Welstiel ordered, heading for the stairs. “We need something to bind any
resstant candidates.”

Still groggy from dormancy, Chane watched Welstiel disappear above. He snatched a burning stick from
the hearth for light and walked down the front passage.

Small storage rooms lined the hallway, each containing varied items from barrels of dried goods to stacks
of blankets and clothing. He saw little of interest until he passed through a doorless opening at the far
end, which led into alarger room.

Long, low tables were bordered by benchesinstead of chairs—acommuna med hdl. Tdl, unlit lanterns
decorated each table. He picked one up, lifting its glassto light the wick with his smoldering stick.

He spotted another door in the far back corner and approached to crack it open. Beyond it, he found a
kitchen and scullery, neither likely to have any rope, so he turned away, intent upon scavenging further
among the outer storerooms. Before he got two steps, he paused.

A sheaf of papers bound between plain wood planks lay on arear table.

Part of Chane did not want to learn any more of this place, but curiosity held him there. He jerked the
sheaf’ sleather lace, did aside the top wood pand, and stared at more strange writing.

Old Stravinan—but mixed with other languages, each passage apparently written by a different author,
and with adate above each entry. He flipped through severd sheets, finding headingsin Belaskian and
contemporary Stravinan.

The entries he could read appeared to be notes regarding treatment of theill and injured. One set of
scribbles explained efforts againgt alung ailment spreading through severd villagesin aWarland province.
In places, the notes went beyond accounting, with detailed observations of what had been tried and
failed, or had succeeded in caring for the ailing. In some cases, the authors had stated or suggested
conclusions concerning future remedies.

Chane was reading the field notes of hedlers.

He shoved sheets aside, scattering them as he paged toward the stack’ s bottom. Entry dates below
names and places only went back seven years. Y et this place was far older than that. So where had this
sheaf come from, and were there more?

He had dready been gone too long. Welstiel would grow agitated by the delay. He had no moretimeto
search.

Chane hurried to the storerooms. Finding a stack of blankets, he tore one into strips and sprinted for the
gtairwdl| to the second floor.

Welstid stood scowling with impatience before the first door on the right—the doors of theliving. With a
sharp jerk, he pulled the wood shard from the handle and opened it. Three monks cowered inside.
“Why are you doing this?’ an elderly man asked in Stravinan. “What do you want with us?’
White-peppered stubble shadowed hisjaw, though he did not look so old. Welstid ignored him, turning
his eyes on the other two in the cell. Both were male and younger than their vocal companion. Welstie
stepped in and snatched one by the neck of hisrobe.

The young man tried to pull Welstiel’ sfingers gpart, but his attempt to didodge the grip wasftile.
“Where are you taking him?’ demanded the elder, rising up.

Weddtid dammed hisfree pam into the man’ sface.

The elderly monk toppled, one leg swinging from under him as hefell against anarrow, disheveled bed.
The other young one scrambled away into the room'’ sfar corner.

Chanetook half a step toward Welstiel’ s back, then choked down the sudden anger he couldn’t
understand. He held his ground as Welstie whedled and flung the one he was choking into the passage.
The young monk tumbled across the floor, damming againgt the one wall between the first two
iron-barred doors. A flurry of screeching and battering rose up beyond both those portals.



“Bind him!” Welstid snapped, and dammed the door shut on the remaining two monks, returning the
wood shard to its handle. “1 want no excess difficulty when we take him away from those we feed.”
Chane did not understand what this meant, but he fell on the groveling young monk, pinning him
facedown and pulling the man’sarms back to tie hiswridts.

“No, please!” the man shouted. “Whatever you want, | will give you! Violenceis not our way!”

Chane hardened himsalf against the young man'’ s pleas and declaration— as anyone who refused to fight
for hisown life disgusted him.

“Gag him aswdl,” Welstie ordered. “1 do not want him spegking to hislost companions awaiting him.”
Chane wrapped ablanket strip three times around the young man’ s head and pulled it tight. Aniron bar
scraped free of adoor handle. Chane whirled about in panic as he heard Welstid shout.

“Get back! Both of you!”

Wedtid stood before the open door, hisface twisted in a grimace as he hissed. Chane stepped along the
middle of the passage, peering around Welstidl.

The door’ sinner surface was stained and splintered, asif gouging claws had left dark smeared trails. A
pool of viscous black fluid had congealed on the cdll’ sfloor. One monk lay in the mess, or what was | ft
of her.

Her throat was a shredded mass, and her robe and undergarments had been ripped into tatters, exposing
pale skin dashed and torn down to sinew. Worse till, shetried to move. Her head lolled toward the
door, and her colorless crystalline eyes opened wide at Welstid, not in fright or pain but in hunger.

Her expression filled with bloodlust that echoed in Chane as he stared at her. Her mouth opened, her
own black fluids dribbling out its corner.

Two others crouched beyond her, one upon the spattered bed and the other behind atiny side table,
clinging to one of its stout wooden legs. Both shuddered continuoudy, muscles spasming, asif they
wanted to rise but could not.

Chane knew that state well. He had felt the same struggle against the commands of his own maker,
Toret.

Their glittering eyes, set deep in pale and spatter-marked faces, were locked on Welstid. And their
black-stained lips quivered with soft anima mewling.

“Takealong look, Chane,” Welstiel whispered. “Look upon yourself! Thisiswhat you are, deep
insde—a beast hiding beneath a masquerade of intellect. Remember this. . . with your one foot ways
poised upon the Fera Path. It isyour choice whether or not to succumb and follow them. Now bring me
thefood.”

Those words cut through Chane' srapt fixation on the cell’ sinhabitants. He reached down with one hand
and jerked up the bound monk.

The young man made one attempt to struggle, but hiswhole body locked up at what he saw in the cell.
Weldtie ripped the monk from Chane s grip and shoved the man insde. The monk toppled, hitting the
floor, and immediately tried to wriggle back toward the door. Welstid lifted afoot and shoved him back.
“Feed,” he commanded.

Thetwo monks gill functiona legped upon their living comrade.

Both made for histhroat. The larger male dashed the smaler one sface, driving him off, then wrapped
graining fingers acrass the living monk’ sface and pulled hisjaw upward. A high-pitched scream filled the
stone cell, muffled by the victim’ s gag. The sound broke into chokes asthe large mal€ steeth sank into
the squirming monk’ sthroat.

The smaler undead let out a pained yowl and hissed in frustration. Bobbing behind his larger companion,
hetried to find an opening to get at the victim’ sthroat. He findly scurried in to sink histeeth through the
robe into the young monk’ s thigh. And beyond them, the fema € s nails scraped on the stone floor as she
tried to pull hersdlf to the feast—and failed.

Thesmél of blood grew.

The two maeshad bardly settled in, their “food” thrashing benesth them, when Welstid’ s shout rang
through the cell.

“Enough . . . back away!”



Both maesflinched asif struck. The smaller squirmed across the floor, clutching at the bed’ s dangling
covers. Blood was smeared dl around his mouth.

Thelarger male pulled his mouth from the monk’ sthroet, swiveling his cowled head and turning
maddened eyes upon Weldtidl. His jaws widened threateningly, blood spilling out between fangs and
elongated teeth.

Westid kicked him in the face. “ Get back!”

The male s head snapped sideways, and he backed over the mangled female to crouch against thewall.
Chane felt an empathetic spasm as the ma e fought his own body’ s demand to obey.

Welgtiel reached down and seized the ankle of the“food.” The young monk’s head |olled with eyes
rolling up, unaware, as Welstie jerked him to the door.

Chane s gaze lowered to the young woman sill clawing at the floor. Her colorless eyesfilled with panic
as she watched the monk, once her comrade, dide farther beyond her reach.

“What of her?” Chane rasped.

“Sheistoo far gone,” Welstid answered. “Recovering her isawasted effort.”

Chane fought to remain passive. Something in his mind told him not to speak, but it strained againgt his
indincts.

“Y ou said six risen among ten wasfortunate,” he argued. “If you need them . . . enough to go through all
of this. . . why forgo even one who requires extra effort?’

Wedtid returned him a suspicious side glance.

“Very wdl,” he answered and dropped the monk’sleg. “ Seeto it yoursdlf.”

Chanelooked down at the half-conscious young monk. The memory of abook of poetry and asheaf of
notes nagged at him. He finally pulled his dagger, crouched and flipped the monk facedown, and gripped
the man by the back of his bloodstained robe.

As he dragged the monk toward the maimed female, she reached up with clutching fingers, trying to grab
hold. The large male beyond her took a step toward Chane.

“Stay back!” Welstiel shouted.

The robed hulk retreated with narrowing eyes.

Chane dashed the dagger deep across the monk’ sthroat and dropped him atop the femae. He hurried
out the cdll door without glancing back.

Hunger roiled insgde him, restless at the smell of blood and the warmith of it that had spilled over hishand.
Ancther part of him amost cringed with loathing.

And finaly he heard the door shut.

Wedtid did theiron barsthrough the handle at the sounds of angry screeching growls and tearing cloth.
“Get more bindingsfor another of theliving,” he said. “ And be quick thistime. | have other tasksto
attend.”

Chane descended the Sairsin dow steps, trying to empty his mind.

When he returned, he bound another living monk. The process repegted for the remaining undead who
had not yet fed. And again, Welstiel dlowed his new minionsonly abrief taste before snatching avay
their medl.

“There are not enough of thelivingto last,” Chane said. “Not enough to truly feed all your minions.”
“Yes” Wedtied answered. “ Their hunger continues. . . asdoesyour nightly vigil.”

Hewaked awvay down the stairs.

Chane stood in the hallway, resentment mounting ingde him. These newly risen undead were starving,
and hunger unhinged their minds. But till Welstie would not relent in this disquieting exercise. His
newborns were becoming little more than beasts driven to feed. Was thisthe Fera Peth that Welstiel had
hinted at?

Wasthiswhat gnawed at Chan€e' sinsides beneath the ecstasy of atrue hunt?

He dumped upon the stool beside the stairwell. The passage grew quieter, filled with only discontented
rumblingswithin the cells of the undeed.

Chane' s gaze wandered to the passage’ sfar end and locked upon the book of poetry he had tossed
away. Then his eyes settled upon the cell doors of theliving.



CHAPTER THREE
Brot’ an’ duivé wove through the coastal trees, troubled by what he had learned this evening. He needed
to speak with Sgéilsheilleache' s grandfather, Gleannéohkéan’ thva—and there was only one way.
Approaching atwisted maple, he withdrew a smooth ova of word-wood from his cloak and was once
again grateful for it.
All the Anmaglahk past their tutelage years carried aword-wood. With these oval divers, grown from
Most Aged Father’ s own o8k, they spoke with the patriarch through any tree growing in open earth.
Such were reserved for the Anmaglahk or those clan elders needing to communicate with Crijhediche.
Magters of even ships aso possessed their own word-wood, allowing their clan vessels communication
in case of need or emergency, but these were grown from the wood of their own ships.
The smooth ova Brot’ &' duive held was neither of these.
Few carried or even knew of these specia word-woods, for they were secretly fashioned by
Gleannéohkan’ thvaand connected only to histree dwedling. A revered healer among the an’ Créan, he
was thereby a so a Shaper—one of those born with the talent to guide and dter the way of living things.
Brot’ an’ duivé placed the word-wood againgt the tree' s bark, calling out softly, “ Gleannéohkan’ thva, are
you home?’
Moments passed before aclear voicerosein histhoughts. Yes. . . but | did not expect to hear from
you tonight.
“It could not be avoided.”
Hearing his old friend camed Brot’ an’ duivé as he thought of the eccentric old hedler’ swry nature, deeply
lined face, and stedl-gray hair sticking out in al directions.
“Is Cuirin'nén’awith you?’ he asked.
Yes. . . but what iswrong?
Brot’ &' duive closed his eyes and planted his free hand againgt the maple.
“An unexpected development . . . which means our first step must be taken earlier than planned. Retrieve
the first message stone | engraved and the shde plate etched with my drawings. Wrap and sedl both so
that they remain private. Give this package to the Aruin’ nasin the name of the Anmaglahk. They will pass
it to the Séyilf, and one of those ‘Wind-Blown’ peoplewill ddiver it to the mountain of the Chein' as, as
intended.”
Why rush this little thing? Léshil returns home with his companions. We know where to find him
when the time is better.
“No, Magiere takes them to an unknown destination. Fortunately, they travel south down our eastern
seacoadt, and | have encouraged Sgéilshellleache to accompany them. | will ingtruct him to order the ship
anchored at the correct location, so he might take Léshil . . . Léshiardlaohk . . . to the caves of the
Chein’&s. Our first smal step must be completed before he arrivesthere.”
You send Léshil himself to the Chein’'as . . . with my grandson as guide? Sgéilsheilleache knows
nothing of our covert effortsor . ..
Before Brot’ an’ duivé answered, a second voice rosein hismind.
We understand . . . and | thank you for my son’s welfare.
Cuirin'nén’a smelodic voicefilled his head. He remembered the face of Léshil’ s mother—perfect
caramd skin, corn-silk hair, and feathery eyebrows above large, brilliant eyes.
My son must be armed for his future purpose. We shall do as you ask.
Cuirin’nén’ a paused too long, so Brot’ &n' duivé drew their talk to aclose. “I will join you both soon . . . |
have much to tell, but | must stay until Léshil departs.”
| look forward to your return, Brot’ an’ duivé.
He pulled the word-wood from the tree with a bresth of relief. So far, he had successfully set eventsin
motion, but he had one more task to complete before L éshil’ s departure. He strode toward Ghoivne
Ajhghe slandward side, for thistask required two wide strips of |eather, loose wool, aneedle, and
waxed string. He knew where to find such itemsin the shops by the shore.
Mogt Aged Father waited within his massive oak at Crijhediche—Origin-Heart. Asthe centermost



community of what humans called the Elven Territories, it was dso home to the Anmaglahk caste. He
was so old that even the clan elders of the an’ Crdan no longer remembered where he had come from or
why he had led his peopleinto seclusion in thisfar corner of theworld. And his massive oak was amost
asancient ashewas.

One of the eldest trees of the forest, its hollowed heart-root chamber below the earth had been carefully
nurtured by long-forgotten Shapers sinceits earliest days. He rested within abower shaped from the
dark root’ s living wood, so the oak, with its roots threading out benegath the forest, might sustain himto
fulfill his peopl€ sfuture need.

Most Aged Father no longer walked among his people. Hiswithered body clung to life only by the great
forest’ sefforts. But he was gill founder and leader of the Anmaglahk.

“May | bring you tea?’

Most Aged Father peered through milky eyesat his new atendant.

Juan’ yare—QOde of the Hare—stood patiently in the heart-root’ s entrance, awaiting aresponse. His
expression, as dways, was amask of polite servitude, but Most Aged Father had difficulty adjusting to
this recent change.

Hislast attendant, Fréthfare—Watcher of the Woods—had been with him for more than two decades.
He cherished the daughterly lovein her eyes when she looked at him. She never saw him aswithered and
decayed; she saw only hiswisdom and devotion to their people.

Fréthfare was dso hisforma Covérleasa—Trusted Adviser—but she had suffered seriousinjury, a
sword thrust through her side by the haf-dead abomination, Magiere. Though hedlers worked to restore
her, Most Aged Father wastold that afull recovery would be dow in coming—if it cameat al.

He missed her, and though he loved dl the children of his caste, he could never see Juan’yare taking
Fréthfare s place as attendant, let done Covéarleasa.

Juan’'yare' seyes held little warmth but shone with abject loydty in an average and unmemorable face. At
present, only hisloyaty was required. He had completed hisfull training with high recommendations from
his teacher and had served in the caste for nearly thirty years. His small-boned stature and boyish
features made him appear younger.

“No,” Most Aged Father findly answered. “We will not require tea. Once this audience concludes, you
will prepareto leave for—"

Another voice carried from the outer chamber. “Father, | am here”

Most Aged Father forgot his new attendant. “ Come in, Hkuan’ duv, you are expected and most
welcome.”

Juan'yare s face washed with awe, and he quickly stepped aside for the visitor.

Hkuan' duv entered and threw back hishood, giving no note to the attendant’ s presence. He inclined his
head to Most Aged Father.

“Wedl met, Father,” he said, hisvoice toneless as aways.

Hkuan' duv—the Blackened Sea—was one of the four remaining Greimasy' éh dill dive, asdf-made
master who had stepped beyond the worldly skills of the Anmaglahk. He so rarely returned to
Crijhediche, preferring solitary tasks abroad, that Most Aged Father had not seen hisface in three years.
Hewasagark sight of medium height, wiry build, and leathery tan skin. Born to asesfaring clan, he il
followed their customs and cropped his hair short where other Anmaglahk let theirs grow long. But it had
lost any trace of blond long ago and glowed in shocking white spikes. His eyes were narrow-shaped and
ashade of amber so deep they appeared topaz.

“You cdled for me?” he asked, typicaly direct.

Mogt Aged Father gestured Juan’ yare toward ated cushion on thefloor. “ Sit quietly and listen. What
you hear is never to berepeated . . . unlessinstructed by me.”

Juan’'yare bowed and dropped gracefully, crossed-legged, upon the cushion.

Hkuan' duv stood silently poised, awaiting ingtructions.

Most Aged Father wasted no moretime. Y ou have heard of what happened here regarding

Cuirin’ nén’ a s son and the intruder named Magiere?’

Hkuan’ duv nodded once with no change of expression.



“The council of clan elders arranged a ship to take them down the coast,” Most Aged Father continued
bitterly. “1 wish you to gather asmall band and follow them, unseen from a distance. Another ship has
been arranged for you.”

“Youwishto learn ther find destination?’ Hkuan' duv asked.

“I wish for you to follow them. . . . and acquire the object they seek.”

Hkuan’ duv did not even ask what the object was. He merdly waited, and Most Aged Father relayed
what little he had learned from Sgéilsheilleache.

“If thisartifact istruly asold asthe humans Forgotten History, it cannot remain in their hands. It must
cometo us. Magiere may be the only one ableto obtain it. | have come to accept that sheis. . . unique,
so you will wait until shehasacquiredit . . . before you takeit.”

Most Aged Father hesitated, for the last of Hkuan' duv’ stask might well seem counter to the will of the
elders council.

“And when you haveit, you will kill Magiere. For the safety of our people, no such abomination must
ever be dlowed to enter our land again. Seethat it isdone.”

A flicker of puzzlement crossed Hkuan' duv’ s lean features, and then it was gone.

Most Aged Father understood. This mission was too deceptively smplefor apurposegivento a
Greimasy’ 8h. Others among their caste were certainly capable of taking the artifact and dispatching
Magiere, but Most Aged Father wanted one whose abilities—and loydties—were unquestionable.

“I do not understand,” Hkuan' duv said flatly. “ Y ou wish meto follow this haf-blood and human . . . toa
castle somewherein high mountains?’

“Thatisdl | know, or dl they claim to know of the destination. Follow, and do not | et them see you until
itistoo late. | must seethisartifact for mysdf.”

Most Aged Father raised awithered hand to hat any further questions.

“I will arrange extra eyes upon their ship. Her nameis Avranvard. She will have aword-wood capable of
communication with your ship and report course changes, stops, or anything unexpected to you. Use her
to plan your own course.”

Hkuan' duv frowned, hisfirst true expression since entering. “1 do not recognize her name.”

Most Aged Father hesitated. “No, sheis not Anmaglahk, though she has requested entrance to our
caste. It would not be wise for one of oursto take thisrole. Avranvéard is a seafarer, and no one will
question her presence aboard the ship carrying the humans.”

Using an an’ Créan outside their caste was unheard of, as was placing spies among their own people, but
Most Aged Father saw no dternative.

“I would never ask thisof you,” he said, “unless our people’ s safety was at stake. Do what is necessary
to bring this object to me. The Ancient Enemy isreturning, and if thisis one of itstools—"

“Of course,” Hkuan' duv interjected. “| understand my purpose.”

Thiswas the response Most Aged Father expected, but till ardlief to hear. Hkuan' duv was loya
beyond question, unlike the treacherous Brot’ &’ duivé. Once he accepted a purpose, he fulfilled it,
aways.

“Bemindful in those you select to share your purpose,” Most Aged Father advised. “ Choose only
seasoned anmaglahk. A skilled tracker familiar with the human territories south of us aong the eastern
coadt. Perhaps an exceptiona archer, and athird asyou seefit.”

He stared blankly for amoment, trying to remember anyone of note among his caste currently in
residence.

“I believe your last student, Danvérfij, recently returned. Did she not eventually best you with the bow?’
Hkuan' duv’ s eyesflickered strangdly. “ Sheishere?’

“I believe s0. She would be agood choice.”

Hkuan’ duv nodded curtly and turned to leave. “1n silence and shadows, ” he said.

Most Aged Father dropped his head back into the moss lining of his bower. Herolled his gaze toward
Juan’'yare, who sat absorbing all that had transpired.

“How quickly can you reach Ghoivne Ajhghe?’ Most Aged Father asked.

“Quickly?Itiseight days by barge.”



“But you are aswift runner,” Most Aged Father said pointedly. “If you traveled directly on foot, rarely
stopping, how soon could you reach the coast?”’

Juan’ yare dropped his gaze. “ Traveling through the nights aswell, | could reach the coast infive days. . .
possibly less”

“Good, | thought as much. Leave tonight. Locate Avranvérd and secure her services.”

Juan’'yare blinked. “Y ou have not spoken to her aready?’

Was he conscioudy attempting to be dim? He had been recommended on the grounds of being quick
and clever—and he spoke five human tongues.

“No, not on this matter,” Most Aged Father answered. “Fortunately, sheis aready the seward on
Magiere' s ship, which iswhy we need her now. | refused her entrance to our caste on the grounds that
sheis past asuitable age to begin training. Speak with her in private. Explain the purpose offered her, and
how it might reflect . . . upon my reconsideration of her heart’ sdesire”

“Promise her admittance?’ Juan’yare sood quickly. “Isthat within my power?’

“Itiswithin my power, and you speak for me!” Most Aged Father snapped. “Hkuan' duv cannot be
seen, so he must have her eyes and ears. Promise Avranvard what she wishes, and do not fail to acquire
her service”

Juan'yare draightened. “1 will not fail.”

Most Aged Father pointed toward the outer chamber. “In my private stores you will find a cedar box
marked with the etching of amast and sail. Insde isaword-wood from the ship Hkuan' duv will use.
Giveitto Avranvard.”

Elven ships were older than any who walked upon their decks. Some as old asthe forest’ s greet trees,
for it took many yearsto create one. They outlasted any vessdl sailing in human waters. Over the years,
Most Aged Father had thoughtfully acquired many selected items, and most of his acquisitions eventualy
proved useful.

“Father,” Juan’yére said with abow, “1 will report from Ghoivne Ajhghe as soon as| complete my
task.”

Most Aged Father closed hisweary eyes, hoping his new attendant could live up to his reputation.

By the dim light of acandle on the Sdetable, Lees| lay avakein bed at the inn with Magiere shifting
restlessly againgt him. She mumbled softly in fitful deep, and he tried to remain till and not wake her.
After supper, he' d had to coax and goad her into returning to their room for rest. Unlike the even

forest’ s depths, the city didn’t feed her with enough life to go without deep. Still, she had dept little since
their first night here, and she' d suffered too much for himin coming to thisland.

Lees| relished once more sharing privacy with Magiere, but five nights had passed since Sgélefirst
pointed out their ship. Its crew till loaded cargo this day, and Magiere was losing patience. Her
anxiousness to leave had grown to an obsession to head south. And Leesil’ s concern for her disturbed
him even more than a name that the ancestors—elven ghosts—had tried to force on him.

Léshiarelaohk.

The night he! d freed his mother, and led her back to Crijhediche, he’ d sent Magiere, Wynn, and Chap
off to rest. He stood vigil outside Nein’d s private tree dwelling, as sherested in her first night of freedom
inlong years.

And Brot' an came—that devious, manipulating butcher—l eading an e derly elven woman in amaroon
robe and matching cloak.

“Do you remember me?’ she asked. “ From the hearing before the council of clan elders?’

Her elven accent was abit strong, but her Belaskian was surprisingly precise. Few elves but the
Anmaglahk spoke any human language.

“l am Tosan'leag,” she added, “an eder of the Ash River clan.”

Lees| nodded his recognition. She had stood among aclan of “scholars” updope behind him at

Magiere' shearing. Taking Brot' an’s hand, Tosan' leag carefully knedled down, studying Lees|’sface,
"Tel her what you saw at Roise Charmune,” Brot' an said; ... the faces of the ancestors. . . what they
sadtoyou.”

Lees| had no interest in telling Brot’ an anything, but the old woman reached out and touched the top of



Lees|’selongated ear. The movement was so sartlingly quick for one so old that he didn’t pull away until
too late. She shook her head with asigh, asif dissatisfied with his ear, then nodded to him.

“Tell mewhat you saw and heard. | can help you understand.”

Lees| didn’t want to understand any of their superdtitious nonsense. But she kept staring at him, studying
him. Finaly, he spoke just to put an end to al this.

“Therewasawoman . . . with scars down her |eft upper arm . . . and war daggers on abelt. Human
ones, not elven. And she carried a short spear with ashaft of stedl. Her hair and eyeswerewild, and . . .
sheamiled a me”

Tosan'leag’ s brow wrinkled with disapproval, but she smiled aswll.

“That waslikdly Hoil’ Ihan, whose name means ‘ Bright Ray.” Sheisthought to have been agreat warrior .
.. and possibly the first of the Anmaglahk, long before the title was even used. Did she spesk to you?’
“No,” Lees| answered, and his mind conjured images of other spiritshe’ d seenin aclearing around a
naked ash tree. “ A man spoke to mefirgt, atal warrior with ascar near histemple. Said his name was
Snaw ... Snaw-ha...”

“Snéhacrée. . . ' Threading the Needl€ sEye.” ” And the old woman nodded asthelight in her filmy eyes
sharpened.

“There was another woman standing with him,” Leesi| added, “ dressed like you. The two stayed close
together . . . and spoke the name they put on me.”

“That was Léshidra,” Tosan'leag whispered. “ She was a great healer and teacher, and eventualy . . .
what you would cdl ‘ consort’ to Snahacrée. | knew you had seen her when | heard your name. Sheis
believed to have been one of the last of the High Council in long-forgotten times. Her name means
‘Sorrow-Tear.” ”

Even with Lees|’ sweak comprehension of Elvish, he couldn’t miss how close the femae ghost’ sname
wasto the one she'd put on him.

Tosan'leag leaned dightly toward Leesil. “Y our name means * Sorrow-Tear’ s Champion’ . . . or * Savior’
... or closeto that in human tongues. Do not forget this. Y our name. . . you . . . have meaning to your
people.”

Lees| shrank away from her.

Theseweren't his people. He wanted to hear no more. He only wanted to stand vigil for his mother.
Tosan' leag raised ahand, and Brot’ an assisted her up. Long after the pair had |eft Lees| in the dark, that
name kept echoing in his head.

L éshi&relaohk—Sorrow-Tear’s Champion . . . savior.

If only it meant something e se, something other than ahdf-veiled fate born of spirits and nonsense.
Inthedimly lit room of the dveninn, Lees| pushed asde dl these thoughtsin the only way he knew how.
He gazed down at the woman deeping againgt his chest.

Magierelay naked with her white hand upon hisarm.

Lees| pushed back her thick black hair to see her beautiful face. She murmured more loudly and
frowned in half-dumber. Though he wanted her to deep when she could, he couldn’t help thinking of
pleasant ways to wake her.

Magiere heaved asudden breath, and her fingertips arched, digging into hisarm.

“Youch...Magiere!”

Shethrashed, rolling halfway over the bed’ s edge before he locked his arms around her torso.

“Magiere, it'sdl right. Wake up!”

Magiere twisted about, and her fingers dug into the straw mattress. She twitched, arching her back, and
her irises flooded black. And when she saw Leesil, she quickly retreated down the bed.

Thesght pained him.

She had taken so long to accept that her dhampir nature was no threat to him. When it became too
strong for her, he was the only one she recognized, the only one shelet near her. But somewhere deep
indde, apart of her fill feared harming him.

Lees| grabbed her forearms and pulled her back againgt himself. She was shivering, and her skin felt cold
and dammy.



“You'redl right,” he whispered.

“I'sawitagain...,” shehissedout. “Theice. . . thecadle. . . we have to go south.”

Magiere' s eyes wandered until her gaze locked on the shuttered window across their room. She got up,
pulling one blanket around hersdlf, and Leesi| didn't try to stop her. She opened the shutters and |eaned
out, looking |eft.

Lees| knew shewas staring at the harbored ship again, as she' d done a dozen times each day.

“When will we ever get out of here?” Magiere said.

“Soon,” Leesl answered, desperate to give her ease. “ Sgéile said just afew more days.”
“I...weneedtogo,” shewhispered, and hung her head.

Lees| came up behind her at the window, not knowing what elseto say or do. He pressed against her
back and dipped hisarms around her waist, his hands diding insde the blanket across the curves of
hipbones and stomach.

Magiere straightened, hands tight on the sill. Then she leaned back, and he buried hisfacein her hair. He
findly lifted hisface as sherolled her head to the right, and he found her staring into the dark—but not
toward the bay. Her lips parted in one soundless word.

South.

Time dipped by like water rippling over stones. Chane woke upon the floor near the entryway’ s hearth.
Wedgtid would soon expect him upstairsto begin hisnightly vigil.

Chane could not bring himsdf to go just yet. Pushing up on dl fours, he listened to hungry criesrolling
down the stairway from above. They adways grew louder at dusk.

Longing for ahunt grew ingde him at each muffled waill—and fase hunger grew aswell. He snatched a
smadl twig from the hearth with aclinging bit of flame, climbed to hisfeet, and stepped through the
passage to the back workroom. A lantern rested upon the nearest table beneath hanging branches of
drying herbs. Helit it and then snuffed out the smoldering twig.

Severd nightsearlier, he' d noticed dark archways in the workroom' srear, but he' d felt no desire to pass
through any of them to explore the monastery further.

Tonight, he could not bring himsdlf to go upstairsjust yet, so he turned toward the workroom' srear |eft
corner and dipped through the dark opening inthewall.

Part of him recoiled from going farther and learning what he already feared . . . that this monastery might
be more than some forgotten cloister of deluded priests.

Doorways lined the passage, but before he paused to open even one, his gaze caught on the darkness at
the passage’ s end where hislantern’ slight did not reach. He saw a doorless opening, and a dark space
beyond it.

Chane dowed with each step as hislight pierced the porta and illuminated an old corner table. A rack
anchored on thewall displayed rows of tiny bottles, vids, and clay containers, al of varied shape and
height and sealed with cork stoppers or hinged pot-metal lids. A pile of small leather-bound books sat on
the table, dong with a scroll on an aged wooden spindle.

Hefroze a arm’ slength from the opening, staring at these bits of parapherndia

At firgt, the odor of the place, so faint and overmixed, made it difficult to pick out individua scents.
Herbs, floral oils, burned wax, old lesther, musty dry paper and parchment . . .

He did not want to enter, but he could not turn away, and finaly he forced himsalf into the room.

Other samdl tableslined the sde walls, each covered in adisorder of implements, meta vessels, and
varied texts. Chane' s attention fell upon awide table at the room’ sleft end with aworn, dat-backed
chair behind it.

Hewasin astudy, perhaps the chamber of whoever headed this place, and he spotted a grayed wooden
door just beyond the bookshelf against the right wall. It stood dightly gar, asif someonein ahurry had
forgotten to close it completely. But Chane turned back to the makeshift desk, circling around besideits
chair.

L oose parchments, aged bound sheaves, and even older scrollslay scattered across the tabletop. He
sttled in the chair and opened asmdll text directly in front of him—athick journd writteninanold
Stravinan didect. Ashe turned page after page, reading entries that had little to do with practices of



healing, he found whole chaptersin other languages. Each such was written in asingular hand, asif the
journa had passed from one person to another over many years.

Thisforgotten stone enclave housed an order of healers. More monks than actual priests, they followed
the teachings of some long-forgotten patron saint, a healer who had wandered this continent long ago.
Thiswas the sanctuary of the Sluzhobnék Sitzits—the Servants of Compassion.

Chane stared about the room, and his gaze returned to the gray wood door |eft gar. He had come this
far and knew he could not turn back until he had seen dl that lay here. Helifted the lantern, rounded the
table, and pulled the gray door open wide. Dim light spilled into the space beyond.

Bookcases were arranged in rows with their ends against the back wall so that both sides of the shelves
could be used, and their tops had been anchored to the stone ceiling.

Thelibrary was not large, little more than what he had seen in smaler noble houses during hisliving days.
But he was not looking at handsomely bound volumes, most of which would never be read by the great
lord or lady of the manor. No, everything here had an aura of age and sanctity, carefully preserved and
arranged, from cylinders protecting scrollsto plain lesther overlgps shielding the page edges of books.
These were al meant to be used—had been used—treasured and guarded.

Chane' s eyes passed over endnotes of sheaves, book spines, and faded labels on scroll cases, picking
out what he could read in Belaskian or contemporary Stravinan.

The two easiest to catch were Process of Distillation and Infusion and Spices of the Suman
Lands—Properties, Verified & Fallacious. With effort he deciphered The Early Works of Master
Evar Voskéviskan, then. . . something upon the Meadow, and athin book called The Seven Leaves
of .. .itsfinal word wasn't clear. The last thing he spotted was amultivolumed set in acase labeled The
Antithesis Tome, with Commentaries, Volumes 1 through 8.

Chane backed up until his shoulder thumped the door frame. He spun away into the outer room, diding
down the wall to the floor, and the lantern dipped from hisfingers.

It tottered over and rolled away. Melted wax spattered around its glass, spilled over the wick, and
snuffed out thelight.

How many moments had Chane fancied himsdlf in afaraway place in Wynn'sworld, filled with intellect
and knowledge? Someplace just like this small forgotten monastery—until madness and amongter broke
inupon it one night.

Chane pulled up hisknees, curling hisarms up over hisaching skull. Drowning in sorrow, he could not
shed asingletear.

The dead could not weep.

Avranvérd, the Meadow’ s Song, ran through the dark streets of Ghoivne Ajhghe, her thick braid
bouncing againgt her back as she hurried for her ship.

Twice since reaching harbor, the hkomas—the ship’s master—had chastised her for dawdling whileon
errands. She had no wish to hear histiresome rant again. Given any other option, shewould tell him to
find anew steward and keep histedious lectures to himsdlf.

Tonight, she had made good time in her tasks, procuring his precious quills, ink, and parchment—and at
areasonable trade of one short rope and six candles. That should keep him quiet thistime. With a
moment to hersalf, she stopped and anxioudy scanned the streets.

On errands this day, she had seen three clad in forest-gray escorting two humans and ahaf-blood. Their
presence in Ghoivne Ajhg he had spread talk through the city faster than she could scurry about, but
Avranvard had no interest in humans. She hoped only for another glimpse of the Anmeaglahk.

The youngest of the three had been only ahandful of years older than her, but he looked dull, clumsy,
and overdl unimpressive. The second was an extreme of another kind—a Greimasy' &h!

Brot’ &’ duiveé was a towering man who filled Avranvard with so much awe she dmost stared too long
and missed the third entirely. Then she recognized the last of that gray-clad trio.

Sgéilshellleache . . . Sgéilshellleache & Oshégédirea gan’ Coilehkrotal— Willow Shade, born of
Sudden-Breeze' s Laugh, from the clan of the Lichen Woods.

When Avranvard closed her eyes, she till saw his narrow, smooth face, and his gray-green cloak
hanging perfectly across his shoulders. She had met and even briefly spoken with him once. Her own



clan’ s ship had taken him to the shores of Bela, one of the humans' reeking cities. Unlike the ship’s crew,
Sgéilsheilleache had disembarked to explore strange lands and to study other races. Watching the skiff
carry him to shorein the dark, Avranvard knew she would do whatever was necessary to become
Anmaglahk.

Tired of serving aboard ships, elther her own clan’sor training upon those of another, she wanted to
walk foreign lands and see them with her own eyes. Only the Anmaglahk were so privileged.

She knew she was too old to request admittance. Most started training shortly after their name-taking
before the ancestors. Although the calling came late for her, it was no less potent and overwheming—as
was despair at Most Aged Father’ s denial. But three of the caste had now appeared from nowhere,
staying at an innin Ghoivne Ajhghe. Two had even been spotted upon the docks the same evening her
ship made harbor.

It was asign—nher fate had to change. If only she could muster the courage to approach the

Greimasy’ &h, he would see the passion in her eyes and understand. She could not bear any more service
aboard ship, and the boredom of inland existence was worse. But if the great Brot’ an’ duivé spoke for
her before Most Aged Father, the patriarch of the caste could not refuse her again.

The streets were nearly empty. Avranvard saw no green-gray cloaks. She trudged the avenues back
toward the bayside road, passing atannery and asmokehouse. The savory scent of fish reminded her
that she had not eaten supper yet. She passed a darkened cobbler’ s shop with asense of longing. Her
own boots weretoo large. Like her shirt and breeches and tunic, and even her hemmed cloak, they were
hand-me-downs from an elder brother. But she had nothing worthy of trade for new ones.

When she wasfindly accepted as Anmaglahk, thiswould change. They woreflat, soft boots for speed
and slence, sawn just for them. And they traded for nothing. All their needs werefulfilled just for the
asking.

She saw the lanterns hanging over her ship’s deck out in the harbor beyond the beach. She wandered
down the road and onto the docks, down to her small skiff tied off at the pier’ send. Sherifled onelast
time through her packages, checking for everything the hkomas had requested, and then crouched to
untie her skiff.

“Pleasewait,” someone caled.

Avranvérd jumped in fright and whirled abot.

A cloaked figure stood on the shore road to the docks, asif appearing from nowhere. The figure stepped
toward the dock and passed beneath a hung lantern, and she saw aman in agray-green cloak.

“You are Avranvard?’ he asked, and strode down the dock, pointing out into the bay. “The steward
from that cargo vessdl?’

Avranvard was struck mute. She had never seen him before, but he was Anmaglahk. He knew her by
name. How? Why? And her thoughts raced to her dearest hope. Had Most Aged Father reconsidered
her request?

“Yes...lam,” shefinaly sammered.

He was quite small-boned, hisyoung and plain face glistening with swest. Loose, white-blond hair stuck
to histemples and cheeks. Leaves and wild grass clung to his cloak. He glanced around, asif making
sure they were alone, and then took along, tired bregth.

“I comewith arequest from Most Aged Father.” He stepped close enough that she could smell his
earthy scent. “Itisnot adifficult task but requires discretion. Are you willing to hear me?’

She nodded, and the motion sent ashudder running up her spine and neck.

“Y ou are aware that two humans and a haf-blood will board your ship for the next voyage?’

“What . . . no,” she stuttered. “That is not—"

“Y es, as soon as your ship isloaded for departure.”

How could ahuman be alowed on an an’ Crdan ship? Would any anmaglahk join them, or were her
crewmates expected to control these savages?

“Some of our caste will follow from asafe distance on another vessdl,” the weary messenger continued.
“A Greimasy’ 8h and severd others chosen by him. He must be kept informed of your stops, changesin
course, or anything unusua regarding the humans.”



Hetook asmall box from his cloak and held it out.

“This contains aword-wood from the ship that will follow. With it, you will report to the Greimasy ah.
Do you understand?’

Avranvéard hesitated for an ingtant. Word-wood from shipswas only for hkomas—or hkoada, the
Shapers who served and cared for aship’s existence. How had such an item come to the hands of an
anmaglahk?

It did not matter. She had been called to do a service for the Anmaglahk.

“Yes,” shebreathed. “ Does thismean | am accepted asan initiate?’

The young-faced anmaglahk shook his head.

“l amingtructed to tell you that if you accept thistask . . . thispurpose. . . then Most Aged Father may
reconsder you.”

Avranvérd snatched the box from him. “When do | begin making reports?’

With pursed lips, he stepped back and turned down the dock.

“At dusk thefirst day at sea. The Greimasy' ah will expect contact each dawn and dusk, when and if you
are ableto dip away to privacy. No one must know what you do, not even your hkomas. Simply place
the word-wood against your ship and speak. The Greimasg' ah will hear and answer into your thoughts.”
The anmaglahk stopped briefly as he reached the shore road, his soft voice carrying clearly to her.
“Donot fal,” he cdled, and then he was gone.

Avranvard stood shaking, sweat spreading beneath her tight grip upon the box. By now, her hkomas
would surely reprimand her for tardiness, but she did not care. She had amission—a purpose, asit was
called among the caste.

Once completed, and upon her return, she would be Anmaglahk.



CHAPTER FOUR
Nine days had passed since their ship harbored, and to the best of Wynn's knowledge, no human had
ever boarded an an’ Créan vessdl. Today they would finaly set sail, and it |eft her emotions tangled as she
climbed from the smdll skiff and up the rope ladder.
Magiere had grown more desperate by the day, and so Wynn did fed glad for her companion’srelief at
embarking. But for hersdlf, timein the elven city had been far too short and had |eft her disheartened, as
she might never see this place again. Domin Tilswith would be disappointed with her scant journa entries
concerning Ghoivne Ajhghe.
Wynn reached the ladder’ s top, stepped through the rail-wall’ s open gate, and planted her feet firmly on
the smooth deck.
Lees| grunted behind her, and she turned.
He climbed with one hand, the other arm wrapped behind to support Chap on his back. Wynn grabbed
LeesI’sarm and helped him gain the deck. Before he made it al the way, Chap scrambled over his head.
The dog nearly knocked Wynn over and flattened Leesi| on the deck’ s edge.
“You'rewelcome,” Lees| grumbled, clambering up.
Magiere, Brot' an, Sgéile, and Oshafollowed. Only then did Wynn take her first good ook about the
ship, ingtantly wishing she had quill and paper in hand.
The strange Sidewad |—in place of arail—with its shalow swoop-and-peak edge had caught her eye as
she climbed the ladder. But up on the deck, its most striking aspect was a compl ete absence of planks.
The deck’ s glistening wood was as smooth as the rainwater barrels she had seen in an’ Créan
homes—fashioned from inert wood by €ven Makers born with an innate gift for thaumaturgy. Longer but
narrower than any three-masted vessal she had seen, the entire hull appeared to have been melded into
one solid piece, without asingle crack or seam in its smooth, tawny surface.
The madts, rigging, and other fixtures were separate pieces, judging by the way weather had aged them.
Wynn wondered even more how the deck remained comparatively smooth and richly colored. Halfway
between center mast and forecastle was a meshed grate over alarge raised opening.
“What isthat? she asked.
“The deck hatch to the cargo bay,” Oshaanswered in Elvish.
Wynn tilted her head back to see the bulges of furled sails hanging from pae yellow masts. Thefabric
was amogt iridescent white, asif made from shéot’ a cloth, the elves' equivaent to satin. But thisdid not
seem likely, for where would they find enough cocoons to weave so much materia?
“Ah, deed deitied” Leesil moaned.
The ship was ill anchored in the bay’ s calm water, but Leesi| aready wore asickly glower.
“Findly,” Magiere Sghed under her bregth.
Wynn knew that nine days was not an unusua length of time for cargo shipsto harbor at port—and she
and the otherslived at the whim and charity of these elves. She could not help note how foreign, though
lovely, Magiere appeared on an an’ Créan ship.
Her black hair sparked wildly with red from the bright sun glinting off open water. She seemed even paler
than usual, surrounded by the vessdl’ srich color and the wide blue sky. In black breeches and awhite
shirt recently tailored within the city, she had donned her studded leather hauberk and strapped on her
fachion. And recently, Magiere had taken to constantly wearing gloves.
The crew stared at Magiere aswdll, but their expressions did not echo Wynn's gppreciation. Neither
Lees| nor Magiere seemed to notice these angry looks, and Wynn was reminded of one clear fact.
Magiere had to leave even lands and never return.
Chap had learned why and passed it through Wynn. Magiere, born in ablood rite, had been made for a
purpose.
Unlike an undead or just anorma human, she could enter elven land. Its natural safeguards could not
stop her. Worse still, she fed upon the forest by her very presence, as her undead father had fed upon the
living. Magiere had been made to breach any place that the undead had not been able to enter during the
long-forgotten war. This knowledge left Wynn fearful of what might comein thefuture. Magiere svery



presence and creation suggested that war—Iike in the time of the Forgotten—would come again.

A tal, thick-armed df in abrown head scarf dropped from the aftcastle and plodded toward them. Most
likely, thiswas the hkomas—the “ able authority” or ship’s cgptain. Brot’ an met him halfway, and Wynn
tried to edge close to catch their words.

A stab of nauseatook her by surprise.

Why do Sgéile and Osha remain with us?

Chap’ swords flooded Wynn's head, spoken smultaneoudly in every language she knew. She had grown
accustomed to snatching meaning from the tangle of tongues. Glancing behind, she found Chap eying the
two eves suspicioudy.

More than adog, Chap was an eternal Fay, born into the body of amajay-hi—acolloquid term, loosdy
meaning “hound of the Fay.” The breed had descended from the long-forgotten times when wolves were
inhabited by Fay during thewar of the Forgotten History. This made Chap doubly unique, and only
Wynn could hear himin her head.

Thiswas not supposed to happen.

Two seasons pagt, she had meddled with amantic ritua to help Magiere track an undead. The attempt
had gone horribly wrong, and over the passing moons Chap had tried more than once to cleanse her. But
the taint remained and kept manifesting in new ways.

“I do not know,” she whispered to Chap. “ Sgéile said the hkomas would be uncomfortable having
humans aboard without an escort.”

No—the an’ Créan council of clan elders requested this ship. Sgéile' s continued presenceis
something else.. . . and too sudden. Something more has happened since the ship’s arrival—and
your babbling our plansto Brot’an.

“Oh, drop that dready!” Wynn whispered, but her fedings were mixed.

She too wondered why Sgéile chose to continue his guardianship into this voyage, but part of her was
glad. A respected member of his caste, when Sgéile spoke, people listened. Osha's presence was
another matter, and left Wynn unsettled in ways she did not understand. Their travelsand ordedlsin

an’ Créan lands had brought out the best and worst in him. In the end, she counted him as afriend. But
when they said farewell on the river’ s shore a Crijhegiche, she had never expected to see him again.
Osha caught Wynn watching him and raised thick eyebrows, making his horsdlike face appear even
longer. Wynn turned away, but Chap continued studying the young €f.

Heis profoundly relieved . . . concerning something to do with Sgéile.

“You seethat in hismind?" shewhispered, surprised.

Within hisline of sight, Chap could pick out surfacing memories from asentient being’ s conscious
thoughts, but she was not aware he could sense emotions.

No, itisplain on hisface. . . and the way he follows Sgéile about, waiting to fulfill any command
in an instant. Osha could not long hide a secret, unless he pulled that cowl over his entire head.
“Stop being so pompous!” Wynn said too loudly.

Slightly raised voices pulled her attention back to Brot’ an and the ship’ s hkomas, and shetried to
decipher their rgpid Elvish. From what she could follow, the captain’ sinhospitable manner with Brot’ an
came from the vague instructions concerning the destination of his*passengers.” Wynn had expected this.
Moments later, atroubled Brot an walked past Wynn straight toward Magiere, and Wynn hurried to
follow.

“Did herefuse?” Magiere asked.

Brot’ an shook his head. “ The hkomas will take you south, but the elders did not choose the best ship for
you.”

Magiere' s pale brow wrinkled as she crossed her arms.

“Why?" Lees| asked, dready gripping the deck’ srail-wall, asif growing more unsteady on hisfeet by
the moment.

“Thisvessd serves coastd an’ Créan communities,” Brot' an answered. “ From here, it sails east around
the point beforeit turns south down the coast.”

“How long?’ Magiere asked.



“Fiveor ax daysatarun. .. but thisisamain cargo vessd. It will stop a every harbor, especidly those
of other rivers reaching the coast, where the barge clans bring goods from the inlands.”
Lees|’seyeswidened as Magiere' s mouth fell open. Wynn braced herself for the coming storm.
“What?" Magiere growled. “We were promised a ship to take us anywhere we asked to go!”
Oshafidgeted dightly in darm, glancing about the ship. Severd of the crew glared in Magiere sdirection.
They might not understand her words, but her rising tonewas clear.

“Magiere. . .,” Sgéilewarned softly.

“Y ou led us onto that barge, and al the way to the coast,” she snarled, “promising to get us out of here.
But we' ve been trapped in this city, waiting. Now our ship’s stopping at every town aong the way?

Y ou—you' re—"

Magiere turned away toward the rail-wall beside Leesl.

“We need to go south—now.” Her voice weakened to awhisper as she closed her eyes. “Please. . .
Lees| did hishand across her back, glancing at Sgéile.

Wynn shared Leesil’ s concern over whatever had whispered to Magierein her dream and showed her
the six-towered castle coated in ice. But in their travels, they had uncovered no other cluesregarding the
whereabouts of the artifact. Wynn felt they should do everything possible to help Magiere, and not
continue questioning the lead they had.

“Thisisthe only ship,” Sgéilesaid, hisvoicetight, “unlessyou wish to linger here evenlonger. Theelders
arranged passage once—they would not do so again. It is either thisvessdl, or wetravel back acrossthe
Broken Range on foot . . . by whatever way you found to reach us. And then head south. What isyour
choice?’

Magiere dowly turned her head toward him.

Wynn lost sight of her companion’s pale face, but she saw Sgéil€ slarge eyes narrow. He crossed his
own arms. Magiere turned away again, Staring out over the bay, and Wynn knew Magiere’ sanswer.
“Their belongings have arrived,” acrew member called out to Brot' an.

Anather skiff pulled in beside the ship, and two evesin the smal vessel hoisted up baggage. Wynn
hurried to help Osha as he began hauling in their belongings, which had increased during their visitin
Ghoivne Ajhghe.

Magiere' s comment about being trapped was not precisaly correct. They had used their timein the city
to prepare for the coming journey. Magiere was not certain about their path, but she knew their
destination lay in amountain canyon so high up it waslocked in snow and ice dl yesar.

“Ah, here are your new coats,” Osha said in Elvish, and tapped L eesil’ s shoulder as he pointed down to
the skiff.

“In Belaskian,” Wynn chided without thinking. “Y ou need the practice.”

Oshagave her a sheepish amile and repeated in broken speech that Leesil and Magiere could
understand.

Wynn had not spoken much to Oshasince hisarriva. It seemed they easly fell back into apatternin
which sheinsisted he speak an appropriate language that her companions could understand.

Onedf inthe skiff below climbed hafway up to hand off their new coats. Magiere had specificaly
requested these garments.

Made of shegpskin with thewoolly sideinward, they were dso lined with athick layer of rough-spun
cotton fabric. The outer hide had been deeply oiled against bad weather, something Brot’ an added to
their specifications. The new garments would maximize body heet retention in acold climate.
Meanwhile, Wynn and Leesi| had arranged for smoked meets and dried fruits, water flasks, tea, and
other goods. They had little to trade, but Sgéile handled the negotiations, ushering them out of any shop
to await him. Wynn had an uneasy fedling that most of the items had been donated, since an anmaglahk
had requested them.

The hkomas s harsh voice called out for sailsto be set. Wynn watched the crew scramble into the rigging
to ready the ship. And it struck her that they weretruly leaving. She sighed and returned to her
companions. Magiere appeared calmer, but Lees| swallowed hard, looking more uncomfortable.



Wynn heard Brot’ an talking in low tonesto Sgéile as the master anmaglahk prepared to descend to the
waliting skiff. Then Brot’ an handed something to Sgéile. Both hiswords and gift, if that waswhat it was,
passed too quickly for Wynn to catch.

Sgdileglared a Brot’ an with hisfists closed tightly on the hidden object.

Oshatensed up, his expression aghast. Sgéile seemed about to argue or question, but Brot’an raised a
finger and hislips moved in one brief phrase.

“Chein’as?” Oshawhispered too loudly.

“Tosqjij!” Sgélehissed a him.

The younger df cringed in embarrassment. Hiswide amber eyesflicked toward Lees|, who wavered as
hetried to lift baggage from the deck.

Wynn wondered at the word Osha spoke, and why Sgéile ordered him into silence.

Chein'és—the. .. “burning” ones?

Brot’ an started to descend, and Wynn' s thoughts rushed to all he had done for her and her companions.
She knew how much sheirritated him at times, but he had been their protector and adviser—at a cost
Wynn could not even estimate.

“Brot'an...,” shecdled, and then lost her nerve.

Brot’ an halted, then stepped back up on deck. He came closer, until he towered over Wynn, and
grasped her gently by the shoulders.

“Farewdl, little one,” he said, and lowered his head to whisper, “and do not stop asking questions.”
Wynn nodded with agting in her eyes.

Brot’ an turned away, pausing once before Magiere. A shadow of sadness crossed her pale face. She,
too, had depended on hiswisdom in thisstrange land. But Leesl . . .

He remained crouched over the baggage and did not rise. Too much had happened between Leesi and
the master anmagléhk for him to ever trust the man. Brot’ an climbed over the ship’s side and vanished
fromsght.

Sgéileturned hard eyes on Oshaand pulled him away toward the ship’ s ft.

Wynn desperately wanted to follow and listen, though she knew such action would not be considered
appropriate. She was about to go help Magiere and Leesi| with the baggage when she noticed that Chap
was gone. She spun about, searching the deck.

He stood poised upon a crate near the rail-wall, gazing toward the shore. Wynn came up behind him and
stroked his back. She knew what he had been doing al the early mornings and evenings when he had
disappeared into the forest.

Out beyond the city, Chap had spent hislast dayswith Lily, the white mgjay-hi.

He had said his good-bye to her the day they had arrived in Ghoivne Ajh§he, but the unexpected delay
had weakened hisresolve. Lily’ s entire pack had gone home, but she stayed behind to be with Chap.
The white mgjay-hi feared the populated city, and so he dipped out into the forest whenever possible.
“| am sorry you haveto leave her,” Wynn said.

She would not come.

“I know.”

All around Wynn, the crew bustled with activity asthey prepared to leave harbor. All except for one
young woman. Wynn caught the girl watching her and Chap. Dressed in too large boots, with aheavy
braid hanging forward over one shoulder, she turned quickly away and up the forecastle out of sight.
Asthe sails caught the wind, the ship turned dowly toward the open sea, and Wynn thought she felt a
strange, rhythmic thrum through the deck beneeth her feet. Chap whined softly, his gaze il on the
coadtline, and Wynn felt overwhelmed by loss.

There were so many reasonsthat they had to leave, but they |eft so much behind.

Hkuan' duv stood on his vessdl’ s deck and watched the ship carrying the humans asit sailed out of
harbor. He waited until darkness came.

Of dl the orders Most Aged Father had ever given, this one troubled Hkuan’ duv the most.
Sgéilsheilleache and Osha, two of Hkuan' duv’ s own caste, were on the vessal he would track, and they
knew nothing of his presence. Such athing had never happened in hismemory.



As he stared toward the open sea beyond the harbor, adender hand gripped the rail-wall beside him,
and a soft voice spoke.

“Y our thoughtsrunin circlestonight.”

Danvarfij—Fated Music—looked him directly in the eyes. Her nose was too long and her cheekbones
were atouch wide, but her skin was clean and creamy, like tea stirred with goat’s milk. She had been his
last student, studying under him for five years, and there was dways a quiet honesty in her eyes.

When her skill with abow clearly exceeded his, it wasthe final sign that their time together asteacher and
student was over. He had spoken for her before Most Aged Father, and she had been given a
word-wood in recognition. When she left on her first solo purpose, Hkuan' duv chose to take no more
sudents.

He did not respond to her comment. She knew him too well.

“Have you seen our quarters?’ he asked.

“Yes, two small rooms below,” she answered. “ A’ harhk’ nis and Kurhké&ge can share one, you and | the
other.”

He nodded, turning from therail-wall to find the other two members of histeam sitting on the cargo
hold' s grate.

A’ harhk’ nis—Most Changeable—was unusudly silent, even for amember of their caste. Hewasa
skilled tracker, with wild eyes and unruly hair. Though he carried anmaglahk silettos, his preferred
wespons were more brutd. In hisbelt at the small of hisback he carried a pair of bone knivesaslarge as
sickles, their curved blades as wide as a human’ s sword. He preferred his clothing loose and wore
oversized breeches. Even with his cloak cornerstied about hiswais, it billowed around him.

Hkuan' duv turned his eyes upon the last of his chosen.

Kurhkége—Sandpiper—was unremarkable but for hismissing left eye and his stature. Lack of depth
perception did not appear to affect him, and he came from the same clan as Brot’ &' duiveé, sharing his
oversized build. He had spent years in the human region south of the eastern coast, known asthe Ylladon
States. Kurhkége was calculating and tactica, but his experiences among those loosdly dlied city-states
of marauders had left him bitter.

Y lladon ships sometimes grew daring and raided the lower reaches of the an’ Crdan coastline. Shortly
after Kurhkége completed histutelage, he headed south with two others on hisfirst purpose. Asthetrio
stopped over in the most southern an’ Créan coastal community, the village was raided. Kurhké&ge logt his
eyeinthat fight, but not one Y lladon marauder escaped.

Hkuan' duv was certain of his choices. Only Danvérij troubled him alittle. She was the most
well-rounded in skills and training, but during their years together, he had grown . . . content in her
company.

After they parted, ayear passed before Hkuan' duv felt at peace. He had no wish to go through such an
adjusment again.

Kurhkége stalked over. He refused to wear an eye patch, and hisleft eye socket had hedled into rough
lumpsof flesh.

“The hkomas askswhen we will leave,” he said. “He seems anxious over the growing distance between
our ship and theirs.”

Hkuan' duv nodded. He sympathized with the hkomas, who now followed the “requests’ of the
Anmaglahk.

“Soon,” he answered. “1 wish to give our quarry some distance.”

Earlier, the crew had prepared the ship. With little to do but wait, severa of them cast curious glances at
Hkuan’ duv and his companions. Another twinge of discomfort passed through him.

All an’ Créan revered the Anmaglahk, who served to protect them. The ships of seafaring clans
sometimes carried one or more into human territories, but the Anmaglahk were only aong for theride. A
team of four, led by a Greimasy’ éh who made decisions and gave ordersto the crew’ s hkomas, was
unprecedented.

Hkuan’ duv looked out into the dark harbor. It wastime, and he glanced at Danvérfij, her loose hair
waifting softly around her long angular face,



“I will givetheword,” she said, knowing hismind as quickly ashedid.

“Tell the hkomasto fal off if he seesahint of salls ahead. We must not be seen.”

Danvarfij headed for the helm &t the ship’srear.

Soon, the iridescent sailsfell open and filled with the breeze, and the deck began to softly thrum beneath
Hkuan' duv’ sfeet. The ship dipped quietly out of harbor and to the east, never far from the coastline.
Danvafij findly returned. “Y our mind il runsin circles”

Hkuan’ duv frowned. So far, he had told his companions little about their purpose. He breathed a
troubled sigh as he gestured toward the hatch.

“Get the othersand come,” he said. “1 will tell you dl | can.”

By the voyage' s second dusk, Leesil lay in abunk below deck, unable to get up.

So far, he' d kept down only small sips of water. Having been through this once before, he knew enough
not to eat. Dizziness and nausearolled in his head and stomach with the ship’ s relentlessteetering. The
light of the one dangling lantern shifted upon the cabin walls. He closed his eyes and quickly opened them
again. Darkness only made him fed worse.

The cabin was smdll but well designed. Itswalls were smooth, with no sign of individua planks, and pairs
of ledges for bunks were shaped on both of the room’ s sides. High-set porthole openingsin the outer
wall were sedled with brass-framed glass hatches.

The cabin’ s short ova door cracked inward, and Magiere ducked her head in. “How are you feding?’
“I"d rather ride fifty leagues on ahalf-mad horse,” he groaned.

She camein, carrying abowl of water and arag for his head.

Magiere s caretaking was the one and only part of this seavoyage preferableto thelast. Lees| had to
admit that he enjoyed her attention. She sat beside him and dipped the rag without removing her gloves.
Her hand was shaking just dightly.

He reached out to touch it. “Areyou dl right?’

During their time within the elven forest, Magiere had suffered from trembling and anxiety whenever she
entered one of the tree dwellings. They hadn’t known why, until she'd lost dl control in Nein'a sprison
clearing. And in that fight with their anmaglahk escort, her bare hands had touched and marked abirch
tree.

Since boarding, Magiere had shown signs of the same manifestations she’ d suffered in the elven fores,
athough they were far fromits shore.

“It'snot asbad,” she answered. “ Probably just this nagging ingtinct to keep going . . . to reach wherever
we're headed.”

Magiere had findly removed her hauberk and wore only her loose white shirt and breeches, with her hair
bound back to keep it from her eyesin thewind.

“Something odd happened alittle while ago,” she said. * Sgéile politely related that the captain thinks it
best that we stay on thisend of the ship while below deck.”

“A suggestion or athresat?’ Lees| asked.

“One’ s as good as the other with these people.”

Helaid his head back as Magiere applied the damp rag to hisforehead and |ooked up at the smooth
seamless calling. Such awarning only made him want to go nosing about, but his scomach rolled on
another lig of the ship.

“Whereiseveryone dse?’ he asked, seeking any distraction.

“On deck. Sgéileisjust staring out to sea. Osha borrowed some kind of game from asailor andis
teaching Wynn to play. Chap’ swatching them without much interest, but I'm betting he understands the
drategy better than Osha.”

Lees| tried to smile. “Thisisthefirg time we ve been done since boarding.”

Magiere didn’t seem to hear him. She gazed at the cabin wall—or perhaps through it to somewhere far
away.

“WEe'll round the corner of the continent soon,” he said.

She blinked. “What? Oh, | wasthinking about . . . home. The new tables. . . the hearth, even that old
burned sword hanging aboveit. We barely had time to settlein after the rebuild.”



Lees rolled toward her on hisside. “Yes, home. A nicethought.”

“If weever reach it, if we are ableto stay, if we don’t learn any more of ourselvesthat we don’'t want to
know.”

Thewarm image of home faded from Leesl’smind. Why did she keep bringing up the reason his mother
had created and trained him—to use him as atool against some unknown adversary the elves believed
would return?

“We make our own fate,” he snapped. “No one changes that.”

Magiere dropped her eyes suddenly, and Leesi| regretted his angry tone. He should be grateful she
shared her worries with him so openly. But he stood by hiswords.

They did make their own fate. No matter what name a pack of ghosts placed upon him, the only person
hewould “champion” was Magiere.

She il gripped hisfingersin one gloved hand, and he reached out with his other hand to trace the line of
her jaw. Her face was so perfect to him. He sat up to kiss her, and his stomach lurched.

“Stop that,” she said, and flattened her other hand on hischest. “You'resick.”

“Not that sick,” he answered.

“Oh, redlly? Y ou're as green as Wynn'slentil stew, and your bregth . . . isterrible”

He stared at her. “How flattering.”

“Rest!” She shoved him back down on the bunk. “1I’ll stay with you.”

Lees|’s stomach clenched as his back hit the bed, but he still frowned, fegling petul ant.

“WE re sharing quarterswith Wynn and Chap . . . and this could be our last moment adone for awhile.”
Magiererolled her dark brown eyeswith a huff, asif to respond, but then she spun about and tensed,
staring toward the door.

“What—?" Lees| began.

Magiere lunged up, snatching her falchion as she flung open the cabin door.

Somewhere above, Lees | heard Wynn shouting.

In the scant lantern light, Wynn sat cross-legged upon the deck facing Oshaand tried to focus on

Dreug’ an, an e ven draught game borrowed from the hkomas s steward. Oshawas determined to teach
her to play, but Wynn' s thoughts kept wandering.

The ship’s strange thrum vibrated under her buttocks, making it impossible to pay attention. And Chap’'s
disgruntled huffs every time she made amove did not help either.

“Do you want to play for me?’ she asked.

Chap licked hisnose at her, but no reply entered her thoughts.

Sgdile il leaned on the port side, staring out into the darkness. Off the starboard, the tree-lined coast
dipped by at arapid pace.

Wynn sighed and stood up. “1 need to stretch my legs.”

Even on her feet, she waslittle taller than Oshaon hisknees. He started to rise, and she waved him back
down.

“No, stay. | will not gofar.”

Oshafrowned, caught between having to watch over her and yet not wanting to impose.

“I will return shortly,” she assured him and strolled off toward the &ft.

The hkomas had stayed in the aftcastle for much of the voyage so far, and the crew kept busy al over the
ship. Wynn had avoided snooping about, knowing her presence was unwelcome. As night came, the
hkomeas retired and much of the crew went off duty, leaving the deck fairly deserted. Wynn wanted to
peek about.

The absence of planksin the deck still astonished her. A crewman sat on abarrd, just as solidly one
piece, though it showed far more sign of wear than the deck. He was weaving smooth pieces of cord into
astout rope. As Wynn passed, he spun atop the barrel to face away, and she knew better than to try
chatting with him.

She crept idly toward the stern, and the rhythmic thrum benegth her feet seemed to grow. Reaching the
aftcastle ladder, she saw its steps worn by years of use—unlike the deck—and she climbed hafway to
peer over the top.



Threelargelanternslit up the aftcastle. A mae df loosaly gripped the large whed of the helm. He was
stout and solid—or at least wide compared to others of hiskind. Many of the crew cropped their hair
short, but his sandy locks hung to his shoulders with the bangs cut just above the eyes.

The pilot’ slarge eyes narrowed upon Wynn, and then he returned to silently gazing ahead. Since he had
not openly rebuked her, Wynn crept up onto the aftcastle, purposefully ignoring himin turn.

The rhythmic thrum lessened, and she wondered where it came from and if the height of the aftcastle
dulled it. She kept to the rail-wall, asfar from the pilot as possible. Before she reached the ship’s stern,
she began to make out itswake under the dangling aft lanterns. Even afast vessel under aheavy wind
would not swirl thewater so.

Foam-laced ripplestrailed away behind the ship into the dark, and Wynn glanced suspicioudy upward.
The sallswere dtill billowing but not full, so the wind was not that strong. And yet the vessel’ s peed was
enough to leave avisible wake. Wynn leaned over the aftcastl€ srear, peering downward, and sucked in
aloud breath. She grabbed therail-wal and froze.

Water boiled out from benegth the elven ship. Under the sed srailing surface, she saw twin rudders set
wide gpart, unlike on human ships—and something moved in the dark water between the twin blades.

A massive ribbon rippled below the ship’ swake.

Wynn raised her eyes, tracing it out more than two skiffs lengths behind the stern. 1t wormed like the tall
of something massive svimming below the hull.

“Oshal” Wynn screamed, and backed up. “ Get Sgéile!”

She turned as Chap leaped onto the aftcastle’ s deck with a snarl. He cast athreatening glance at the pilot
before he spotted her. Osha appeared immediately behind Chap.

“What?’ heasked inadarm. “Areyou injured?’

“A seabeast!” Wynn shouted. “It is pacing us under the ship!”

She had barely drawn a second breath when Sgéile hurried up the aftcastle’ s steps. Just as Osha reached
Wynn, the hkomeas, his steward, and two crew members emerged from the stairwells below the aftcastle.
And then Magiere came running adong the deck from the forward stairs with Leesl| close behind.

Sgdile headed straight for Osha, grunting to the hkomasin quick Elvish that Wynn did not catch. Osha
looked over therail-wall and then turned around. He shook his head, glancing at Wynn in worried
confuson.

“Canyou not seeit?” sheingsted. “Look down. . . there. . . inthe water!”

The pilot lashed the whed, then stepped back and leaned over the aft. He straightened, and a glower
spread over hisface as he looked to his hkomas.

“Weakblood . . . makesfor addled wits,” hesaid in Elvish.

Weakblood—Ihéagshuil—was their scornful word for humans. Wynn curled one hand into asmall fit.
“Maybe you should cut your hair higher . . . and further out of your eyes!” She shoved the pilot asde and
pushed in at the stern next to Osha and pointed downward. “ Osha, look there. Y ou cannot possibly miss
it!”

Osha sheathed hisblade with asigh.

“Itisdl right,” Sgéilesaidin Elvish, with little patience in hisvoice. “ She mistook the ship’ sroot-tail.”
“Tal? Wynn said.

She spun to find him speaking to the hkomas, but the captain stood his ground, gazing expectantly at
Sgéile. Magiere and Lees | reached the aftcastle deck, and Magiere came sraight to Wynn, falchionin
her grip.

“What happened?’ Magiere demanded. “ Did somebody try to hurt you?’

“Magiere. . . please,” Sgéile pleaded, and gestured with an open hand toward her sword.

“l amadl right,” Wynn said, but she glared at Sgéile. “Wheat tail ?’

“Itispart of the ship’sfunction,” Sgéile said. “What you cdl . . . propulsion. Thisis how we move so
quickly, despite mild winds.”

Chap hooked forepaws over the stern’ srail-wall, peering down, and Wynn looked again.

The long and shadowed shape snaked behind the ship in the dark water, but as much asit seemed to
swim behind the vessd, it drew no closer. Wynn flushed with embarrassment and cast adark look at



Chap.

“Why did you not tell me?’ she whispered.

| did not know. | never saw an elven ship as a pup, nor in the memories of those in the enclave
where | was born.

“Ah, seven hells” Lees| grumbled, dill palid and clammy-looking. “Wynn, we thought you werein
trouble—instead of poking about again!”

Magiere sheathed her sword and stepped closer, but when she looked down, the same shock Wynn had
experienced passed across her pale festures. “Lees|, comelook at this.”

“I don't think so!” he growled, gripping the aftcastl€ sfront rail-wall.

Wynn shook her head. “My apologies. Our ships do not have such propulsion mechanisms.”
Oshanodded beside her. “No . . . human ship not dive.”

Wynn looked up at hislong face, uncertain if she had understood his broken Belaskian correctly.

“What are you saying?’ Magiere hissed.

Wynn spun around beside Osha

Magiere backed away from the stern. Her shoulder brushed the helm-whed!, and she lurched away from
it. She cast her wide-eyed gaze about with each hesitant step, asif she were weaponless and surrounded
by some unseen threst.

But Wynn was caught up by Osha swords. “How could the ship be dlive?’ she asked.
“In...growin...,"” Oshafumbled infrustration and dipped into Elvish. “ Thovarét’ nach.”

“Enough!” Sgéile sngpped at him.

Their didect was older than the Elvish Wynn spoke, and she often struggled to comprehend it,
particularly names, titles, and other rare noun-declinations from archaic root words.

“Born...,” shemuttered to hersdf. “A birth . . .”

The Birth-Water Deep, Chap supplied.

“Alive...,” Magierewhigpered. “Thisdamned thing isdive!”

“Let’'sjust get below,” Lees| urged.

“No,” shesnarled. “I’'m not going down into the belly of this. . . ship.”

Lees| haf-stumbled as he grabbed for Magiere sarm and pulled her toward the steps.

“Yes, itisbest you dl retire” Sgéile said, though he watched Magiere with guarded puzzlement. “And
remain away fromthestern . . . asyou weretold.”

He cast ameaningful glance a Wynn.

“Chap, come on,” Wynn said, heading after her companions. “Osha. . . | am sorry for the trouble.”

A few of the crew stood about, grumbling as Wynn headed down the steps. The hkomas hissed
something sharp at Sgéile, but Wynn's thoughts were e sewhere. She wasworried about Magiere's
reaction.

If this ship were dive—like the trees of an elven forest—and Magiere touched it with her bare skin . . .
Muted musical tones broke into Wynn'sthoughts as her feet hit the main deck. Chap raced by, heading
after Magiere and Leesi|, but Wynn paused, peering at one aft stairway hatch left open.

Blurred deep notesrose out of it from somewhere below the aftcastle. They did not come from an
instrument, though reedy in quality. The sound was more like a baritone voice uttering awordless refrain.
The song's cadence rolled in time to the thrum beneath Wynn' s feet—or perhapsit was the song which
led the rhythm.

Weldtiel felt dusk gpproach, but his overal sense of passing time had grown hazy. He had lost count of
the days and nights. He sat in the upper floor’ s passage throughout each day with his mind fixed upon the
guttura soundsrising within the cellson theleft Sde.

He had taken a great gamble in cresting minions without carefully selecting candidates from alarge
population—and gambled that he might willfully dominate any who rose onto the Ferd Peath.

His success in both endeavors was agood sign.

He no longer needed the misguidance of the patron of his dreams.

Wed come imaginings filled histhoughts. Once he possessed the orb, something in its ancient nature would
relieve him of the need to feed on the living. He could retire to Belaski’ s remote peninsulaand never be



soiled again by blood. With Belaand the shipyards of Gueshk just to the south, he would order fine
clothes and possessions and spend histime in arcane study. All that remained was to relocate Magiere
and drive her onward. Sooner or later, shewould lead him to where the orb was hidden.

Welgtiel gazed aong the threeiron-barred doors. His new servants stirred within, restlesswith aching
hunger, but they no longer clawed at the doors or tore at each other. Soon they would be ready for the
journey. He looked down at his pack resting between the stool and passage wall.

He had scried for Magiere' slocation severa times since coming to this place. Her position had remained
roughly the same, except for once when it had shifted along distance, north by northeast. By his
estimation, she was till within the Elven Territories. But tonight, o close to completion of histasks here

Sliding from the stool and knedling, he removed the brass dish from his pack and placed it facedown on
the passage floor, domed back upward. Murmuring alow chant, he drew his dagger and diced ashalow
cut in what remained of hisleft hand' slittlefinger.

Magiere was still unaware of the true purpose of the bone amulet she wore around her neck. That
ivory-colored piece st in atin backing was the missing bone of Welstid’ sown little finger. He was not
scrying for her as much asfor the piece of himsdf that she carried. He watched his black fluids drip once,
twice, threetimesfrom the stump of hisfinger to collect in atiny bulge at the center of the plate’ sback. A
moment’ s focus of will would close the dight wound, but he lost that focus before he could finish.

The dark bulge of hisfluids quivered upon the brass plate’ s dome.

It leaned, asif the platetilted, and ran in aline away from the center, stopping short of the plate’s edge.
Wedtid had learned over many yearsto judge Magiere s postion by the length and angle the droplet
traveled. She was on the move again, and traveling east too quickly to be on foot. It seemed she might
now head beyond the bounds of the Elven Territories. But how? He knew of nothing in that direction and
distance but the far ocean on the continent’ s eastern side.

Wedid diffened—Magiere might betraveling by sea

He could not imagine how. To his own knowledge, no human ship had ever rounded the continent’s
northeast end into elven waters. He had hoped to hold out afew more nights here to drive his new
creationsinto deeper hunger, until they were mad to feed. That timewaslost. An entire range of
mountains stood between him and the eastern coastline.

He had preparations to make—and he must feed hisferals onelast morsdl.

Wedtid cleaned the plate and dagger and tucked both away, but when he stood, he braced ahand
againg thewall. Lack of rest wore upon him since he had renewed his use of potionsto stave off
dormancy. He turned his attention upon the cell doorsto the right, those of theliving.

He' d been too focused on starving the othersinto afrenzy and driving them further over the edge. How
many monks gill lived? He would need more lifeto carry with him for the journey.

When he descended into the entry room, Chane was nowhere in sight. Welstiel wondered where his
unstable companion had dept dl day. Or was Chane dready awake, skulking about?

Weldtid headed into the back passage, stopping to glance around the archway frame into the workroom.
“Chane?’ he cdled out, but no answer came.

Sincethefirst night in the monastery, when Welstid had to cow Chane into obedience, the young undead
had changed. He grew more sulking, more guarded and resentful. Sooner or later, this behavior would
reach a peak.

Welgtiel believed amoment would come when Chane' s assistance might be more trouble than it was
worth. But for now . . .

He had no time to go looking for the young undead, so he kept to the near wall, watching al around as
he headed for alarge chest. With one backward glance, he flipped it open and rummaged for two more
empty bottles with tight stoppers before he returned to the upper passage. He paused long enough at his
pack to retrieve the box that held his brass feeding cup and then turned to the first door on the right and
pulled the wood shard from its handle.

In the cdll, three monks huddled together upon the narrow bed. Welstid stepped inside, jamming the
door shut behind him.



He needed morelifeto carry on hisjourney.



CHAPTER FIVE

“What are you doing in here?’ Chane awoke with aflinch. Hewas curled in aball against the door frame
of the monastery’ slibrary; for some reason, he kept coming back to this place.

Weldtid stood ingde the entrance with alantern in his hand.

“Get up!” heordered. “Weleavetonight . . . after thefina feeding.” The thought of leaving this place
gparked rdlief in Chane, but that starving beest inside him perked at the mention of “feeding.” Gripping
the small library’ s door frame, he climbed to hisfeet.

Chane numbly stepped past Welstid, through the work area, and into the monastery’ sfront entry room.
All theway, hisback muscles clenched at each of Welstid’ s heavy footfdls behind him.

“Wewill feed them one last time—but no more than before,” Welstiel admonished. “ Then you will gather
what suppliesthis place hasto offer. We leave tonight.”

Chane crested the tairs and stared down the passage. The blood that Welstiel had disgorged upon the
stone floor had dried up. Moans and whimpers of mad undead grew louder now that dusk had come and
gone. But the corridor’ sright Sde was silent, asif the occupants there did not wish to make a sound.
Only one of the right-side doorswas till barred. Welstiel dipped around Chane and opened it.

Two shriveled corpses lay ingde. Still garbed in pale blue tabards over dusky robes, it was difficult to tell
if either had been male or femae, though one was lighter of frame. The sight was nothing more than
Chane expected, but knowing how similar the monastery’ sinhabitants were to the sages, and the world
he dreamed of, made him gtiffen.

And worsg, the cdll’ slast living occupant huddled in aball on the bed. Its face was haf-buried in the
corner, with one arm wrapped over its head asif to hide. Then it turned its cowled head just enough to
peer toward the door.

Chane stwinge of excitement at the progpect of feeding wavered.

The occupant was aman in hislate twenties, haggard with thirst, hunger, and lack of deep. Welstidl
strode in without hesitation and grabbed the shoulder of hisrobe.

The young monk heaved asharp breath but didn’t have timeto release acry. Welstiel struck him down
with afist, and he flopped across the bed' s edge, unconscious.

Chane just stood silent beyond the cell’ s doorway.

“What iswrong?’ Welstid asked.

Chane lifted his gaze. He saw only cold resolution in Welstid’ sface— not bloodlust or even longing.

“I will finish here,)” Welstid said, when Chane did not answer. “ Search the storerooms. Gather what is of
use. And look for clean robes or spare clothing for our new companions. | do not want their present
dtate to attract undue attention if we are seen.”

Chane turned away down the stairs, sopping only to light alantern at the hearth’ sdwindling fire.

What e se could he do? Fight Welstid for thelife of one monk by strength or conjury? Either was
pointless. He had dready been outmatched in the former, and asfor thelatter . . .

Conjuring fireand light, or making familiars, was of little advantage. Welstid preferred artifice rather than
theritua or spellcraft that Chane leaned on for his own conjury. But even Chane resorted to artificing at
times, S0 it stood to reason that Welstiel could resort to the speed of spdlcraft in place of the dower but
more powerful effect of aritual. And the older undead had decades of experience.

Also, Westie would be guarded by his new children, waiting to feed and then serve their maker.

Chane reached the first storage room in the front passage and pulled on the door latch, and the screaming
up above began.

A pathetic sound, it echoed through the monastery. The young monk’ s cries were little more than araw
voice driven by exhdes of terror, asthe teeth and cold fingers of Welstiel’ s children roused him with pain.
Every cry made the beast within Chane thrash more wildly—until the voice suddenly stopped.

Chane stepped into the storage room and set down hislantern. He mindlessy rummaged through
clothing, blankets, and what canvas he could find for tarps and tents and makeshift packs. When he
uncovered astack of dusky robes, he halted.

Memories of an old barracksin Belaswam in his head. The garments under hisfingersfelt . . . looked so



much like those of young sagesin gray robes.

So much like those Wynn had worn.

She had no power or authority, unlike those born to it by chance. No illusory position of influence that set
her above the rest of humanity. No, Wynn elevated hersalf in more meaningful ways.

Chane closed hisfingerstightly on one dark wool robe stacked in the storage room. And hetried to
crush the longing of false hunger aswell. He jerked a pile of robes out and tossed them into the passage.
He gathered whatever supplies might be useful and stacked them in the entry room. Canvas, thick wool
blanketsto reinforce tents, lanterns, kindling and flint, knives and other weaponlike tools, plusa pot, tea
leaves, and severa water flasks from the kitchen. He had learned from Welstidl that even undeads
needed moisture when they had little or no blood to consume. Findly, he returned to the stairs, and when
he crested the last step, he nearly retrested again.

All theleft-sde cell doors were open. Welstid stood in the passage with his six minions shifting about
him.

Chane had no revulsion to strong scents, but the stench of feces and urine disgusted him. A corpse soon
released dl itswagtes, and these newly risen ones had not bathed since they’ d awakened on their first
night. Their soiled robes were shredded from assaulting each other in afrenzy of hunger. They were
covered in the dried remains of each other’ sblack fluids, but their faces and hands were smeared red
with the blood of their last living comrade.

Two were young men not much older than twenty, but they crouched like animals, grunting and sniffing.
One drooled heavily, hissdivastained pink.

An older woman straightened up behind Welstidl. She swayed and whispered something as her eyes
wandered, but her words made no sense. A tal beardless man with silvery hair hunkered near her likea
lost puppy—the same who had torn gpart his younger femae companion in thefirst cell.

And that young woman, the one Chane had insisted wasworth saving . . .

A mass of snarled brown-black hair hid half her face as she huddled against the wall. Once she might
have been pretty, but now Chane couldn’t tell. Her face and throat, wrists and exposed chest, werea
mass of half-closed wounds set starkly againgt pallid flesh. She had not fed enough to heal fully. When
shelooked at him, nearly al color gone from her eyes, her features twitched from either terror or hunger.
The sixth stood with his back againgt the wall. He was stocky and muscular, and his fingers hooked like
claws where his hands pressed againgt the stone. He had curly dark hair and a square jaw, and he sniffed
theair likeawolf—sniffed at Welstid, intently watching his maker’ s back.

Chanefdt ther glittering eyes shift toward him, one by one. Their yearning to feed roused an echoin him,
but Welstiel seemed unaffected.

“I made sure they left something for your trouble,” he said.

His cloak was brushed free of most of the dried mud stains and other debris of the wilderness. His hair
was carefully groomed, exposing the white patches a histemples. Welstiel 1ooked wholly the gentleman
Chane had first met outside of Bela, though perhaps alittle more traveled. And he stood therelike a
noble among hisfetid servants, fully composed.

But his eyeswere cold, devoid of even hunger’ s passion. He had no concept of what he had done
here—what he had forced Chane to do.

Welstid cocked his head toward the last door on the passage’ sright.

“Bequick about it, asit isthe last chance you will have for along whileto sate your lust.”

He snapped hisfingers, which made the cowering young female cringe, and then pointed toward the
gairs. Chane dipped asideto | et them pass.

Only the curly-headed man paused to look him up and down with a sniff, checking to seeif hewas
something to feed upon. When they were gone, Chane crept toward the last door on the passage’ sright.
It had been |eft gar. He reached out and pushed it wide with hisfingertips.

The boy lying on the cell’ sfloor had red hair and freckled pale skin. He was younger than any of the
others Chane remembered locking in these rooms, but his memory of that first night was hazy. The
neckline and deeve ends of hiswool robe were torn and smeared with blood, as were histhroat and
wrigts. One dender hand had adight callus on theindex finger from holding aquill or stylusfor long



hours.

His eydidsflickered. Shdlow breaths escaped his diminutive mouth.

Chane crouched over the boy and gripped the back of his skull. Longing—that false hunger—came
agan.

Left as hewas, the boy would bleed to desth—awasted life. But that life had been gone the moment
Chane cameto this place. He leaned hisface close to the boy’ s own as his canine teeth begin to ache
and dongate. He hung there silently, close enough to fed the week breaths rush over hisface.

“What did you study here?’ he asked.

No answer came but a brief flutter of the boy’ s drooping eydlids.

What might he have become? Perhaps something better than another head in the vast herd of human
cétle.

Chane closed his other hand across the boy’ s jaw and pulled it upward. The wounds in that mangled
dender throat leaked afresh trail of blood. He gripped the small head tightly between both hands.

And wrenched it sharply to the side.

With acrack of vertebrae, the boy’ s rattling breaths ceased.

Chane dropped the body on the stone floor and turned away on his hands and knees.

He clawed up the door frame and lurched out. Halfway down the stairs, he pressed hisface into the
wall’ s cold stone, grinding hisjaws shut againgt his e ongated teeth.

Theboy waslogt . . . dl herewerelost, oneway or another. Only what they had accomplished
remained, and even that would fade, forgotten by the world in this hidden place.

Chane sfingernals grated down the wall.

Animpatient Welstidl was waiting outsde, but Chane's mind was esawhere. He ran down the sairsand
raced for the back study and itslibrary. Then he froze in the doorway, panic overwhelming his senses.
His gaze ran along the shelves, over and over, and he shook his head. All the books and scrolls, volumes
and sheaves—he could not just leave them. And he could not carry them al away. How could he choose
what to take with so much to leave behind?

Timewould not work in hisfavor.

He snatched one book, and then another. He chose texts he had seen before, their titles vaguely familiar,
and some 0 thick with fine script that they seemed to hold the greatest content. He shoved as many as
he could into a canvas sack scavenged from the outer study. Even when the sack wasfull, he looked
wildly about at dl that wasleft. He findly turned to run out of thislifeless place.

Outside, Welstid stood watchfully over his six children asthey scrubbed their naked bodies with snow.
He then dressed them in fresh robes and armed them with utility and kitchen knivestucked in their belts.
The curly-headed man took up aniron bar asacudgel.

“Takethe baggage,” Welstid ordered them, and like puppets jerked by their strings, the obedient ferals
twitched into motion.

Chane winced at this, for he knew what it felt like. His own maker, Toret, had used such avoice on him
when he grew reluctant to obey. When aNoble Dead created another of its kind, that newborn was
forever doomed to abide by any willfull order from its maker.

Unless—until—that maker was destroyed.

Chane eyed Welstid asthe elderly undead headed for the switchback trail, glancing once at the sack
bundled in Chane' sarms.

“Soon enough, you will have al the books you could want,” Welstid said, and stepped down thefirst leg
of the narrow path.

Chane waited asthe ferals ambled after their master. About to follow, he looked back once more to the
monastery carved from the gorge wall. The door was still open.

He grabbed the handle and pulled, making certain the door was soundly closed. If only he could so easily
shut away al memories of this place—asif he had never come here.

“Intime, you will have your own place among your beloved sagesaswel,” Welstiel called out from
below.

The beast insde of Chane lunged excitedly againgt its chains, asif clutching at some offered and coveted



morsd.

“Fulfill your obligation,” Welstid added, hiswords seeming to rise from the dark, “and then | will fulfill
mine”

At those last words, something snapped sharply insde of Chane.

The beast ingde him backed warily into acorner. It saw no choice joint of mesat in its master’ shand. It
smelled nothing for itslonging hunger. It only heard a spoken promise.

That twinge made Chane whip about and stare at the top of the switchback path.

He had never felt thisbefore. It eft him startled, even panicked.

At dawn, haf amoon into the voyage, Avranvérd held back near the bow. She watched Sgéilsheilleache
gtanding with the dark-haired human woman.

Heleaned on the port-side rail-wall and pointed ahead, speaking some ugly guttura language Avranvérd
could not understand. She did not need to in order to know what he was saying. They had reached the
peninsula and would now turn south along the eastern coast.

Relief flooded the woman' s pae features. Sgéilsheilleache nodded, asif glad to offer her such welcome
news.

His reputation among the an’ Crdan was so pure. Not as revered as Brot' an’ duive or the greet Eillean, he
had till traveled foreign lands and faced humansto protect al the an’ Créan. Now he stood with one of
the savages, and Avranvard swallowed hard in revulsion.

Perhaps his attempt to appease this woman was pretense, for Sgéilsheilleache must have a good reason.
When Avranvérd joined the Anmaglahk, then maybe she would understand.

Predawn’sfirst yellow streaks glowed at the base of the horizon. Avranvérd looked to the hkomas
standing behind the helm, busy directing the crew to change sail for the southern run. She dipped quietly
into the near stairwell beneath the forecastle, and climbed below to find a private place among the cargo.
Her oversized boots caught once on the bottom rung, but she righted hersalf before ssumbling.

Most of the crew was on deck, aong with some of the “passengers.” She hesitated in the passage,
staring at the door where the humans and the half-blood lodged. But it was too risky to nose about in
there, so she headed aong the starboard passage toward the cargo bay. Once there, Avranvérd
crouched behind the barrels of drinking water and pressed her word-wood against the ship’s hull.
“Areyou there?’ shewhispered.

Report.

The voicein her head was cold, emotionless. She did not even know his name, only that hewasa
Greimasy' éh and deserved her obedience. Still, he treated her like anecessity and no more—not likea
comrade.

“We have reached the peninsula and turn south. The crew changes sails as we spesk.”

When is your next stop?

“Four days at most—we exchange cargo at Enwiroilhe.”

What have you learned of this artifact the humans seek?

The question surprised her, as he had not asked this before. “I should be listening? | cannot speak their
language.”

Do not risk suspicion, but anything of use you overhear, report to me.

She hesitated. “ Sgéilsheilleache istoo protective. . . it seemsasif he caresfor them.”

The Gremasy' &h was slent for too long, and Avranvéard began to wonder whether he was till listening.
His voice came again, far colder than before.

You will not speak of himwith disrespect. Unless the unexpected occurs, report in four days.
Avranvard waited, reluctant to answer after this rebuke. Her silence drew out until she knew he was
gone.

She had angered him, and it was the last thing she wanted. A Greimasy' ah’ s discontent would not sit well
when it cametime to present hersalf to Most Aged Father. She stood up, taking a deep breath.

Most Aged Father had given hisword. If she succeeded, she would be an initiate, and this eased her
worry. After al, she had been given a purpose for the Anmaglahk. She reported directly to a

Greimasg’ 8h, one of their greastest. Asfar as she knew, no initiate had ever done this before.



Avranvérd hurried out before the hkomas missed her. As she emerged below the forecastle, haf the sun
peeked above the eastern horizon, dusting the ocean with sparks of light. When she stepped farther out
and glanced upward, Sgéilshellleache stood gazing down at her with unblinking eyes.

For aningtant, Avranvard could not take her eyes from his. Then she scurried off toward the stern, where
her hkomas waited beside the helm. But Avranvérd could not shake the Sght of Sgéilsheilleache' s steady
gaze.

Twelve more days past their southward turn, Magiere paced the deck, wearing her new coat and
avoiding therail-walls.

She should' ve fdt grateful to be traveling by seainstead of land. But surrounded by thisliving ship, her
thoughts wandered too often to the dead marks her hands had |eft upon an elven birch tree. Awareness
made the vibration insgde her sharpen to a shudder. She laced her fingers together, smoothing the
lambskin gloves over her hands.

The season had passed into late winter, but at seaand just beyond the shore of the Elven Territories, it
seemed colder.

Wynn sat on the deck talking softly to Chap—something they did more often these days. Lees| and
Oshawere still below, though Leesil was much improved. He ate dmost normaly, and as Sgéile had
suggested, he was acquiring his“sealegs.” Not that Lees| didn't ill grumble and whine now and then.

Y es, Magiere should' ve been grateful. The Blade Range separating Belaski and Droevinkafrom the
continent’ s eastern coast was impassable. She would' ve had to trek dl the way down through Droevinka
amid itscivil war, then crossed the Everfen’ svast svamplandsinto the Pock Peaksto reach the eastern
coast. The journey would' ve taken another season, more likely two.

And yet Magiere was hel pless to speed up their current pace.

She had suffered two more dreams of the six-towered castle on its snow-blanketed plain, and being
blown through the night sky. With each dream, the pull south grew stronger. The only thing missing from
those recent night journeys was the black-scaled coils circling about her.

The hkomas called for astop at each harbor settlement, and Sgéile kept recounting the importance of this
vessel. Dockhands unloaded supplies onto large skiffs, which were transferred onto inland-bound barges.
The stops dways took aday or more.

Severd times, Magiere asked to go ashore. Any short reprieve away from the ship would' ve been
welcome, though it meant walking on elven land again. Sgéile refused each time, claiming their presence
would cause discord in any an’ Crdan settlement. Magiere knew he wasright, but it didn't help.
Sheforgot hersdf in frustration and dmaost grabbed the rail-wall. Even with gloves on, she panicked and
jerked her hand back at the last ingtant. The unnerving sensation she felt aboard this strange living vess
was |ess savere than what she' d suffered inside the even tree dwellings. But this time she knew what her
touch could do. Thelast thing Magiere wanted was to inadvertently draw life from the ship or injureitin
any way.

At times, Magiere had to bite down to keep from shouting at the hkomasto sail more quickly.

“Yes, itis” Wynn said loudly. “Why do you dways argue with me? | can clearly see mats starting on
your haunches.”

Magiere turned her troubled gaze on Chap and Wynn. The sage fished a brush from her pack, but Chap
rumbled, swinging hisrear out of reach.

“Thereis plenty of rope about to tie you up,” Wynn warned, “like any other dog.”

Chap whedled and made arun for it.

“Get back herel”

Wynn snatched hold of histail asher brush clattered upon the deck. With ayelp more indignant than
pained, Chap swung his head over his shoulder and bared histeeth.

“Asif youwould dare,” Wynn growled back.

With alick of hisnose, Chap dug inwith al foursand lunged away.

“No...wait!” Wynn squealed.

She flopped forward on her belly, refusing to let go, and Chap’ s paws scrabbled on the deck ashe



gained momentum. Wynn's eyes popped wide as she did dong behind him.,

Magiere sighed, starting after them. “ Stop it—both of you!”

Then Chap rounded the back side of the cargo hold' s grate.

Wynn flipped onto her back, still hanging on. Her little body whipped around the corner behind the dog
and then rolled, swinging sideways toward the stern. Chap'’ s paws scrabbled wildly as her weight
suddenly threw him off balance. He flattened hard on hisbelly with agrunt, hislegs splayed in dll
directions.

Both sage and dog spun across the deck. With alast yelp from Chap, they tumbled askew toward the
aftcastle swall. Magiere panicked as the two collided into a stack of coiled rigging rope and spare
saldoth.

Wynn sat up quickly, thrashing about as shetried to untangle herself. Chap rose on threelegs, attempting
to shake the fourth free of aknotted |oop of rope.

“Youtwo...,” Magierecdled out. “ Stop acting like a couple of—"

“Hedgarted it!” Wynn ydlled.

Chap shot ayip and snarl sraight into her round face.

“Yes, you did!” Wynn growled back through clenched teeth. “ And | have not brushed you snce we left,
you...you pig!”

She grabbed Chap’ s tangled leg and began jerking on the knotted rope to get him free.

An elven crewman leaned over the aftcastle above them.

Magiere caught sght of him just as he vaulted the rail-wall. His booted feet hit the main deck ashe
dropped directly in front of Wynn. The sage stiffened with asharp inhade. Before she could move, the
man snatched her by onewrist.

Hisamber eyesfilled with anger as he jerked her up, until she dmost stood on her toes. He hissed one
quick string of Elvish at her. The only word Magiere caught was “ majay-hi.”

Chap twisted around and snapped at the man’s shin, but the rope cinched tight around his leg and pulled
him up short.

Magiere vaulted the hold’ s grate, shouting, “Get off of her!”

Thetal crewman’s hard and lined face turned toward her as she swung.

The back of Magiere' sright knuckles caught hisface, and she bored her left fist into his gut. He buckled,
and one foot dipped from the deck as he careened back into the ship’ srail-wall.

His grip on Wynn tore loose but jerked her against Magiere s shoulder. Magiere tucked her arm around
the sage to catch her. Sunlight intensfied al around Magiere.

The world turned searingly bright. Her eyes began to tear as her irises expanded to full black.
“Magierel”

Sgdile appeared beside her with Osharight behind, holding off the angry sailor. The hkomas did down
the handrails from the aftcastle.

“He grabbed Wynn!” Magiere snarled and pointed at the sailor, trying to gain control before her dhampir
nature spilled ouit.

“| saw,” Sgéile answered quickly, “but you must stop thigl”

The sailor struggled up, flailing off Osha sgrip with bitter words. He shook his head, blinking rapidly.
Blood trickled from the split skin over his cheekbone.

Wynn grabbed Magiere sarm, her smal hands gripping tightly.

Chap appeared, lunging to the cargo grate' s edge. He snarled and snapped at the elven crewman. The
anger washed from the man’ sface in sudden shock. Even Osha backed away from Chap in wariness as
the hkomas cautioudly dowed his approach.

“Enough!” Sgéile said, and followed with along stream of Elvish.

“What' s he saying?’ Magiere asked Wynn.

The hkomas answered as rapidly. Other crew members drew closer, putting aside their duties asthey
ligenedin.

Wynn stepped around to Magiere' s side, whispering, “ The sailor thought | disrespected amgjay-hi.
Sgéileisteling them that thisisonly agame Chagp and | play.”



“That’ show he explainsthis?” Magiere snipped, anger rising again.

The number of even voicesincreased, but Sgéile stood firmly in front of Wynn and Magiere, and Osha
remained rooted before Wynn' s assailant. Chap watched in silence, but did not back away.

“He dso told them no one isto touch us,” Wynn added, “and that he would take such asa sign of
disrespect to him and his oath of guardianship. It must never happen again.”

Magiere eased alittle, and when Sgéile glanced her way, she nodded to him.

The hkomas|ooked frustrated, but he grabbed the angered crewman and pulled him away, shouting at
his crew. All began dowly returning to their duties. In spite of Sgéile’ sdeclaration, afew cast puzzled
glances at Chap—and Magiere caught more hostile ones tossed her way.

Shedidn’t care. Let them come at her, if they wanted.

Sgéileturned to her. *Y ou will leave such problemsto me!”

“Therewon’t be any problems,” Magiere spit back, “if they keep their handsto themselves.”

“How often must | remind you,” Sgéile returned, “al of you, that you do not understand our culture and
ways. Y our ignorance and continued lack of heed for my—"

“They understand useven lessl” Wynn cut in.

The sage' s sharp tone startled Magiere.

“For al thetime you must have spent,” Wynn added, “sneaking about human cultures, perhgpsit istime
you and your people learned sometolerance. . . before jJumping to rash conclusions. Bigotry betrays
your ignorance.”

Sgéile was stunned voiceless, but resentment surfaced quickly through his stoic features, signaling an
incensed reply onitsway. Wynn gave him no opportunity and pushed past him.

“Come, Chap,” shesaid. “Let uscheck on Leesil.”

Chap hopped down to follow her, his head swinging as he watched the crew with twitching jowls. But as
they passed Osha, Wynn brushed a hand lightly across hisforearm and spoke softly.

“ Alhtahk &ma ar ta.”

Osha eased with a soft smile and bowed his head.

It wasn't hard for Magiere to understand Wynn' swords as thanks.

Sgéile cast onelast hard glare at Magiere as he headed up the aftcastle sairs.

Magiere merely snorted and turned toward the ship’ s Side, not satisfied enough to go below and take her
eyes off the crew. But her gaze settled on the open sea ahead—south.

Night after night of pushing hisferdsthrough the mountains eft Welstid weary of the congtant vigilance
required to control them. But they had to reach the eastern seacoast, hopefully well ahead of Magiere,
Helonged for asolitary existence. Dawn approached, and he stood watching as Chane set up tentsfor
the day. The cold rocky range was harsh and held little life, and the Sky seemed interminably disma even
a night.

Each timeWelgtiel scried for Magiere' s position, she had moved an imposs ble distance southward,
closing on his own trgectory to the coast. Sometimes she seemed not to move for severa days. This
confirmed his suspicion that shewastraveling by ship, making port callsaong the way.

Chane proved useful again, finding rock outcrops or solitary stands of thick treesin which to pitch tents
and keep their band safely under cover. He made tea every few nights, and eventualy succeeded in
getting theferdsto drink it—after setting an example afew times. Welstiel could not get them to do
anything unless he gave adirect order. But Chane' s sullen demeanor had increased until he barely spoke
adl.

Welgtiel did not care, so long as his companion helped keep the ferals moving. And they were quickly
reaching the point of needing afreshkill.

Thetwo younger males shifted restlessy on hands and feet, sniffing the air in eager, unfulfilled hope. The
elderly woman paced among the massive boulders surrounding their camp, and whispered aimlesdy to
hersdf. Her emaciated, slver-haired follower stayed right on her hedls.

The curly-headed man crouched on his haunches, rocking on the balls of hisfeet at the camp’s edge.
Sometimes hiseyesrolled in his head over agaping mouth. Once, when Welstid |ooked away and then
turned back, he found that one watching him intently.



Only the young dark-haired femae, whom Chane had ing sted was worth saving, retained any hint of
reasoning. She never spoke but often assisted Chane in setting camp or building fireswhen fuel could be
found.

Welgtie was exhausted by perpetud vigilance, and he too was feding the pressing need for life force.
Normaly, after feeding using his arcane method, he functioned comfortably for nearly amoon. Perhaps
the potions with which he drugged himself, or lack of dormancy, or maintaining control over so many,
had taken their toll on him. Hefdt asif he were sarving.

Weltid dug through his pack, searching for the brown glass bottlesfilled with life force taken from the
living monks. When he found them at the bottom, he tensed, rel uctant to even touch them.

Aside from hiswhite ceramic container in the box with the brass cup, he found only two bottles. There
should have been three. None of the ferals knew his feeding practices—only Chane.

Welstid rushed to the nearest tent and ripped asideits flap.

Chane sat ingde, beside the young female, with a parchment out, and he was showing it to her.

“Y ou have taken something of mine,” Welgtid said.

Chane' s own pack and canvas sack rested beside him. He reached into the pack without hesitation and
pulled out a brown glass bottle.

“Here,” herasped, and tossed it up at Welstidl.

Wedtid caught it. He did not need to pull the stopper. He could tel by the weight that it was empty.
“Did you drink it?" he asked.

“No,” Chane answered.

He turned back to pushing the parchment in front of the woman, but she looked at it and then him, asif
unsure what he wanted from her.

Wegtidl’ s confusion increased. The ferals knew nothing of his artifacts or the contents of the bottles.
Chanefinally dropped the parchment.

He pushed past Welstidl out of the tent and stood up, eyes hard as he pointed to the elderly woman and
her dlver-haired companion.

“| fed them. They needed it.”

Welgtie remained till, absorbing those calm words. Chane' s past disobediences had normally been
restricted to foolish risksinvolving Wynn Hygeorht. Thiswas more blatant, and asign that Chane had
forgotten hisplace.

A lesson was required.

Without aword, Welstid strode across camp with dawn glowing along the eastern horizon. He headed
draight for the lderly femae.

She saw him coming and backed against the massive stone outcrop rising from the doped bank above
their camp. Her gaunt companion clutched at her legin fear.

“Bedill!” hecommanded. “All of you!”

Tendonsin the ederly woman’s neck protruded as her body went rigid. Her eyeswidened as Welstidl
jerked his sword from its shesth. The crouching man began squeaking helplesdy.

“What are you doing?’ Chane demanded.

Welgtid lashed out with hisblade.

Its edge collided with the el derly woman'’ sthroat. In predawn’ s haf-light, sparks erupted as meta
clanged againgt the stone behind her. Thewall of stone turned dark as her black fluids spattered over it.
Welstiel whirled away before her head thumped upon the ground. Her crouching companion began
screeching unintelligibly. And there was Chane, hisown bladein hand.

“Ancther step,” Westid said, calm and clear, “and | will set them dl onyou.”

Chane stood hisground, not moving. He never |ooked to the other ferals frozen in place around the
camp. One of hiseyestwitched in rage and open hatred.

Welstid did not care. Obedience was restored, and he stepped purposefully toward Chane.
“Remember,” hesaid. “When | havewhat | seek, you will still be waiting for what you desire. Whether |
have reason to compensate you for serviceisdl in your hands. Obey meor leave. . . if you wish.”
Rage drained dowly from Chane s eyes, or perhapsit merely crawled into hiding. His gaze shifted above



Wedtid asthe sky grew lighter.

“Get under cover,” Chane rasped.

Not atrue answer, but Welstiel was satisfied for the moment. A costly lesson, but one that perhaps even
Chane could learn. Welstid turned his back.

The slver-haired man still howled. Frozen in place by Westid’ s command, his fingers were locked tight
about the calf of the elderly woman’s corpse.

“Quiet!” Wddtie shouted, and the screeching voice strangled in the man’ sthroat.

Welstiel reached down, snatched the woman’ s head by its graying hair, and heaved it out into the
wilderness. When he turned back, Chane had aready ducked into histent. The young female peeked
out, one round eye staring at Welstiel around the tent flap’ s edge.

With Chane s enraged face dtill fresh in Welstiel’ sthoughts, he stared into that one near-colorless pupil
and wondered . . .

Did heindeed now have only fiveferds? Or werethere ill s, the last one not chained to his own will?



CHAPTER SIX

Hkuan' duv silently dipped out of his quartersjust before dawn so as not to disturb Danvérfij. He made
hisway through the ship’ s passagesto its "heart-room” at the stern. Avranvéard would soon try to contact
him.

He was disturbed that she possessed aword-wood from this vessal. Such were reserved for aship’s
hkomeas or its hkaeda—" caregiver-journeyer” —the Shaper who lived with each vessel throughiitslife. In
order to spesk with Avranvérd, he needed to be in the place from which this vessal’ s hkoada had grown
the word-wood.

The passage turned right across the ship’ s breadth, and the hull’ s rhythmic thrum sharpened as he
stopped before three ova doors at the stern. The doors to either side provided access to the ship’stwin
rudders; he stepped up to the center one.

After his decades of service and atoo-long life, only afew things still entranced Hkuan' duv, like the
wonder of these vessdls, the Péirvanean— Wave-Wanderers. He tapped two fingerslightly upon the
door to the ship’s heart-room and waited.

“You may enter . . . Hkuan' duv,” said a soft voice from within.

He gently cracked the door open and looked inside the room. His eyes settled on its central feature.

The floor flowed up from the chamber’ s sdesinto a hulking mound of tawny wood, like the back of an
infant whae arching benegth the belly of the ship. Its smooth, glistening surface rippled faintly like the root
of agreet tree. Thiswas where the vessal’ sroot-tail trailed out into the waters below. 1ts constant
snaking could drive the vessd at speeds difficult for ahuman ship to match.

Along both sdewalls, ledges grew from the hull, but the room contained little el se, except for its
occupant.

A woman in aplain canvas tunic and breeches, her feet bare, sat on one ledge. Her hair was pleated
tightly across her skull in neat curling rows, further exposing skin paler than mogt an’ Créans . She sat
with her back flush againgt the hull.

“Easdille. . . you do not sing to your ship?’ he asked, and settled beside her.

“It dumbersfor awhile,” she answered, “and its dreams run deep in the ocean.”

“I must ask again for aprivate moment here,” he said, “but | will try not to disturb the ship’srest.”

A ship'shkodararely |eft anyone alone in aheart-room, and his frequent requests were a severe
imposition. But Easdille stretched her arms and rolled her shoulderswith asmile.

“More secret talks with some other ship’s hkoada,” she teased in a soft voice, and leaned her face
toward himin mock jedlousy. “Or isit some female hkomas you court so covertly?”

“I amtoo old for such things,” Hkuan’ duv answered. “ And why would | seek such company elsewhere .
..if | come here?’

Easdillerolled her eyesat hisfatering attempt to return her flirtation. She patted hisleg and left quietly.
Alone, he stood up and lightly placed his bare hands against the great arch of the root-tall’ s base. He did
hisfingers over its smooth, vibrating surface, and wondered what it would be like to be hkosda. . . to
dumber in the depths and in the dreams of a Pairvanean.

Avranvard' svoice disrupted histhoughts. Are you there?

Resentment, rather than relief or anticipation, welled in Hkuan' duv. “Report.”

My hkomas is troubled. Tomorrow, we make an unscheduled stop, and he is angry that he was not
previously informed.

Hkuan' duv frowned. “Who requested this?’

Sgailsheilleache. . . but he will not explain why, only that it is necessary.

Hkuan' duv puzzled over this unexpected change. “ Does he plan to go ashore?’

| do not know this either. He will say nothing of his purpose . . . not even to the hkomas.
Avranvérd sounded petulant, and her lack of respect left Hkuan’ duv cold toward her difficulties. Why
had Most Aged Father entrusted such ajuvenile outsider to function asinformant?

“Report tomorrow at hoon and after the evening meal,” Hkuan' duv said.

Without waiting for acknowledgment, he lifted his hands from the root-tall’ s base.



All these changes meant the hkomas of his ship would need to stop and linger until the other vessdl
moved on. As hel&ft the heart-room, Easaille came down the aft starboard stairs. He nodded quickly at
her coy smile and headed back toward his quarters.

Asthe ship had dowed and anchored, Chap looked over the starboard rail-wall at awild shore of
gray-tinged sand and beached seaweed with nothing but athick tree-line behind.

No harbor. Not even asmal enclave. And only arise of high mountains beyond granite foothills broke
the kyline.

Chap perched on astorage chest with Wynn behind him and watched the skiff being lowered into the
water. He grew more puzzled and unsettled with each passing moment. The day before, Sgéile had
announced this unscheduled stop.

“What ishe up to?" Wynn asked.

| do not know.

Sgdile, Osha, Leesil, and Magiere came up the stairwell below the aftcastle, seemingly dl talking a once.
Oshalooked openly confused, but Magiere appeared angry.

“What are you hiding?’ she demanded. “Lees|’ sjust supposed to go ashore with you, and you won't tell
uswhy?’

Leesi| stood behind her, waiting for an answer. He and Magiere had dressed for cold weather with new
coats over their hauberks and wegpons strapped to their backs. Sgéile shouldered a canvas pack with a
coil of rope lashed down its sSide and his open distress surprised Chap.

“Y ou were not even to come!” Sgéile said to Magiere.

“That’sdonewith, already,” she answered, “and not open to debate.”

Leesll, caught between the two of them, let out adeep sigh.

“I havetold you all that | am permitted to,” Sgéile returned. “ This voyage was arranged by

Brot’ &’ duivé—and Cuirin’'nén’ a, Léshil’ smother. | know little of their intentions, but | sworeto

Brot’ &' duivéthat | would carry out hisinstructions.”

Chap caught the strain in Sgéil€ s voice, driven by more than Magiere s bullying, and wondered at
Sgéile sreluctance for whatever task was at hand. Letting Magiere, or any human, becomeinvolved in
the affairs of his people was no new burden for Sgéile.

“Itisnot something | can gpeak of,” Sgéile added. “ And not just because of human presence. Before
now, thistask has only been for the Anmaglahk. Even Léshil’ sinvolvement is unprecedented.”

“Yes?' Magiere answered. “ All the more reason for meto comeaong.”

“All right,” Leesl Sghed. “It' settled, so leaveit done.”

Sgéile dowly shook his heed. “Wewill travel inland from here.”

“How long?’ Magiere asked.

“Days”

“Sgéile” shewarned.

He pursed hislips. “ Three daysin, three days out—considering extra precautions for your presence. The
hkomas and crew will wait with the ship.”

“Sx days,” Magiere whispered, turning away.

Chap realized he had witnessed the tail end of an extended argument, and hetried to dip into Sgéile's
memory. He caught aflash of adark place where only aglimmer like lantern light reflected off astrange
sheer wall of slver. Then cameabrief glimpse of atan €ven hand holding adull black oblong of stone,
perhaps ground smooth by the tides over years. For an instant, Chap thought he saw marks scratched
into its surface.

The memories sank from Sgéil€e’ s thoughts and beyond Chap’ s awareness.

Chap's companions were not the only ones who had changed during their time among the an’ Créan;
Sgéile had been dtered aswell. The mind of a seasoned anmaglahk should have been nearly blank of
risng memories. These brief glimpses showed that Sgéile€ s salf-control was wavering. It was not agood
dgn.

Wynn closed on Magiere, and Chap looked them both up and down. No one had asked Wynn to pack
for thisjourney.



The little sage had hardened much in two seasons, but not enough. A time might come when shewould
be left behind for more than six days. Although Chap’ s foremost concern was watching over Magiere
and Leesl, the thought of Wynn |eft unguarded worried him more and more,

He had tried now and then to goad Wynn playfully, to make her assert herself. That day on the deck he
had not anticipated her grabbing histail and sending them both spinning into atangle. In retrospect, he
should have considered the crew’ sreaction to a human tusding with amajay-hi. What came of that was
his fault—his foolishness—born of concern for Wynn. Still, it was dl he could think of to continue her
dow climb to greater internd strength.

“If you aregoing inland,” Wynn said bluntly, “then | am going aswell.”

Sgélefindly noticed the little sage, and Osha slong face clouded over in silence.

“No,” Sgéile answered flatly. “1tisenough that | relented to Magiere's. . . request.”

Magiere glanced about the ship. “WEe re not leaving Wynn with this crew.”

“Oshawill watch over her,” Sgéile countered, and turned to hisyoung companion. “Do you accept this
purpose?’

Brief shock washed over Osha sface, and he nodded. “ Y es, | accept.”

“I do not!” Wynn retorted. “Where are you going? And why did you wait until now to tell usany of this?’
Sgdile' sjaw musclestightened as he turned back to Magiere.

“Wetravel swiftly. Evenif | were of amind for another outsider, the scholar would dow us. She stays. .
. but | give my word she will be safe with Osha.”

“Wynn...,” Magiere began but trailed off.

Wynn'sexpression drained, losng even indignation. “Y ou want to travel quickly.”

“I want to get back as soon as possible,” Magiere corrected. “ And move on.”

Lees| settled ahand on Wynn's shoulder. “1 know this soundsinsane, but Sgéile wouldn’t ask unlessiit
was important, and 1—"

“Y ou want to know what Brot' an arranged,” Wynn finished.

“Brot’ancanrot for dl | carel” Lees| snapped, and then cdmed himsdf. “But if my mother’ sinvolvedin
this...”

“I understand,” Wynn said, looking down at the deck.

Chap sympathized with her, but he had larger issues to worry about— particularly if al thiswas more of
Brot’ an’ s scheming. Hetried again to dip into Sgéile’ smemories.

Thistime he caught flickering images of Wynn in Crijheéiche and Ghoivne Ajhghe, asking questions,
nosing about . . . and then perched upon the city’ s shoresi de embankment, scribbling in one of her
journds.

Indeed, Sgaile€' s composure was dipping. He did not want Wynn on this journey, but not for the reason
he had given. Once again, Sgéile was caught between his caste’ sways and whatever Brot' &' duivé had
pressed him into—something Sgéile did not want Wynn recording.

I will go with them, Chap projected, stepping in beside her, and tell you everything when we return.
A bit of mischief a such anotion filled Wynn's eyes as she crouched and cupped hisface in her hands.
She began to say something, but Chap cut her off.

Say with Osha.

Wynn looked up at the others. “Y ou should get Sarted.”

Magiere frowned, asif wondering a Wynn's sudden compliance, and glared down at Chap. It was clear
to Chap that she knew exactly what had passed silently between them.

Magiere turned and headed for therail-wall. “We |l be back as soon aswe can.”

The hkomas crossed his arms, and Sgéile would not even look at him. Osha stepped in protectively
behind Wynn as Chap trotted off behind Magiere.

A young woman with athick braid and oversized boots gazed at him with anxious eyes. But Chap
ignored her and arched up, hooking his forepaws on the rail-wall’ stop near the rope ladder. Therehe
waited so he might climb onto Leesil’ s back.

Lees| raised hisfeathery eyebrows. “No, you stay here.”

Chap wrinkled ajowl. Since when was he to be treated like a dog? He was the guardian of his charges,



and neither of them had anything to say about it. He barked twice, loudly, for “no.”

Magiere stepped through the rail-wall gate, one foot settling on the ladder. “Y ou can't climb down by
yourself, and we' re not carrying you.”

She swung her other leg over and began climbing down. Chap barked a succession of angry yips.

Lees followed Magiere, and Chap consdered biting the back of his breeches. Sgéile looked
uncomfortable as he stepped through therail-wall gate.

“Apologies,” he said to Chap. “Wewill return soon.”

Magierewasright about one thing. Chap could not climb down by himsdf. But it wastime he reminded
them of their position as his charges. He watched until Magiere settled in the skiff, and then backed afew
feet dong the deck.

“What areyou doing?’ Wynn caled in darm.

Chap rushed through the rail-wall gate and legped out into the air at the last instant. He hit the water just
beyond the skiff and sank amid the loud sound of his own splash. The seawas far colder than he had
expected.

When he resurfaced, sucking breath through his nose, both Magiere and Leesi| were shouting a him. He
paddled quickly to the skiff’sside. Magiere pursed her lipstight in anger, and reached for him. Leesl| just
looked worried and both of them hauled him in over the skiff’ sside.

Chap shook himsdf hard, spraying seawater everywhere. Both Magiere and Leesl| tried to shield their
faces, as Sgdile fought to steady the skiff.

“Y ou misbegotten mutt!” Magiere shouted and grabbed for Chap’s scruff.

Heturned on her, snarling.

Magierelost her footing and fell back into Leesil, seated in the skiff’ s prow. The skiff rocked wildly, and
both their expressions turned blank with shock.

“What has gotten into you?’ Lees| said.

Chap glared back with alow rumblein histhroat and then spun to face Sgéile.

“Haveyou got him?’ Wynn cdlled from above.

Chap did not look up, and no one answered Wynn. He remained in place before Sgéile, rumbling alow
threat. Elves never interfered with amagjay-hi, and Sgéile€ s behavior had dways suggested he knew Chap
was much more than even that.

Sgéile dowly raised both hands, pamsout. “Asyou wish,” he whispered and reached for the oars.
Chap ceased rumbling and glanced over his shoulder at Leesil and Magiere.

“Finel” Magiere grumbled, swatting off the droplets of seawater running down her coat.

Chap lifted hismuzzle, looking up for Wynn, but instead he spotted the young even girl with the thick
braid. She gripped therail-wal near the ship’s stern, watching as the skiff turned toward the shore. Chap
looked past Sgéile, rowing hard, and out over the skiff’ s prow.

Chattering seagulls circled overhead, and Chap wondered what lay beyond the shore.

Wynn settled on the cabin’ sfloor that night, warming the cold lamp crystal in her hands. Itslight
increased, glowing brightly between her fingers, and she set it on her bunk ledge. Osha sat cross-legged
nearby, arranging their dinner tray of dried apricots, grilled halibut, and elven tea.

The crysta provided their only light. Seaair wafted through the open porthole, and the ship sat steedy at
anchor. The cabin seemed a cozy and welcome place.

“1 am sorry you had to stay behind because of me,” she said in Elvish. No one el se was present, and
Elvishwaseaser for Osha, even with their differing didects.

Oshapoured two cups of tea. “1 am glad to fulfill such apurposein serviceto you.”

Wynn settled across from Osha, both dressed in their loose e ven garments—hein hisanmaglahk tunic
and pants, more charcod gray than greenin the low light, and she in the dusty yellow and russet of
Sgéile sclan. They had never shared amed in private, and asthey ate, Wynn grew curious. For one,
how much did Oshaknow of where Sgéile had taken Lees| and Magiere—and why?

“Do you know where they are going?’ she asked.

Osharocked backward dightly, trying not to meet her eyes.

“Please do not ask such questions,” he said, though it sounded like a plea. “ Sgéilsheilleache has put his



fathinme. | cannot fail him.”

Wynn sighed and leaned againgt the bunk’ s edge, fedling alittle guilty for tempting Oshato betray a
confidence.

“Why areyou here, Osha?’ she asked. “Why did Sgéile bring you?’

Then she wanted to cringe. That had not come out right. It sounded asif she thought Oshawould have
been the last of al possible choices. But he appeared obliviousto her dip. Hetook abreath and exhaed,
asif he had achieved something which brought him long-sought relief.

“Heisnow my jedin.”

“Your . ..,” Wynn began, puzzling over thetitle, and findly had to continuein Belaskian. “Your . . .
‘assenter’ 7’

Osha cocked his head. “It istheword for what heis, my . . .” He, too, had to turn to Belaskian as well.
“I find my teacher !”

Hetook another long bresth before continuing in Elvish.

“It has been hard to find one who was willing enough for me to even ask. But when Sgéilshellleache said
| should cometo stay with hisfamily, | knew my search was over.”

Wynn was careful to smile happily at this. Judging by what she had seen and heard, the lanky young ef
was not like the rest of his caste, perhaps not even suited to their calling, and yet he would not give up.
But indgde, shewas not happy at al over this news. Osha had found someone to take himin, and Sgéile
would gpprentice him.

Asan n, among other things.

“I am glad for you,” Wynn said and reached for her tea, contemplating some other topic. “Tell meof . . .
your family, where you grew up.”

Oshablinked. “My family?'Y ou wish to hear about my life?’

Her smilewas sincere thistime. “Has no one ever asked you this before?’

He shook his head. “No.”

“Never?’ Shesat upright in surprise. “Yes, | wish to know about your life”

Osha seemed to gather histhoughts for along moment.

“] am of the Alachben”—he switched briefly to Belaskian—"the Rock-Hillsclan . . . aplace not like
Crijhediche or Ghoivne Ajhghe. My peoplelive smply, raising goatsin the foothills to be shorn for their
hair.”

“And the hides for our new coats?’

“Yes” he answered, then hestated. “But my father wasnot well . . . adifficulty with hisheart.” Osha
placed ahand over his chest, and his gaze drifted. “ Our healers could not mend it, and he died young,
only sixty-three years of age. My mother fell into mourning and could not riseagain.”

“l amsorry,” Wynn said. *Y ou must have felt done.”

Helooked a her, amber eyes clearing in the cold lamp crystd’ slight.

“No, I have three sblings, and my brother and ssterstook charge of the herds, but | was the youngest
by many years. Even Chionntgj, my sister closest to mein age, saw me as one more duty among others.”
He dropped his eyesto the untouched med between them, and Wynn gleaned asmall glimpse of Osha's
youth. A lonely childhood at best. And it appeared he had been given little to no responsibility, which
might account for hislack of self-confidence or practica abilities. She wanted to take his hand.

“Both my parents passed over,” she said, wishing to distract him. “I grew up an orphan in the sages guild
inMaourné”

Osharaised hishead. “No clan?’

Wynn smiled again. “Not as you think of it, but | was never done. The sages became my family, and a
good one at that, as| was privileged to grow up among them instead of in the orphanage. | attended one
of the public schoolsthey established in the king' s city, and something new and interesting was dways
happening on the guild’ sgrounds. Or | would just listen while my elders sank into one of their perpetua
debates, which never seemed to be settled. They taught me history and languages. Later, Domin Tilswith,
an eder of the Order of Cathologers, took me as his apprentice. | traveled with him to this continent. |
have been mogt fortunatein my life.”



But Wynn felt an ache of longing for her daysin the guild, for lentil and tomato stew, for the caring
company of scholarly comrades.

“Thisiswhy you becamea. . . a‘sage’ yoursaf?' Oshaasked. “Because you vaue their way of life?’
She was uncertain how to answer. “Yes, in part. | wanted to learn and explore, to share knowledge and
teach others.” Shetilted her head. “Why did you join the Anmaglahk?’

Startled by this sudden shift back to him, Osha swallowed.

“Three seasons before | went for name-taking, two of the caste came to my enclave with a message for
our clan elders. This had never happened before. And such a pair—two Greimasy' &h at once—Gregt
Eillean, Léshil’ sgrandmother, and Brot’ an' duiveé. Everyone wasin awe of them, and | had never seen
anyone treated with such respect. | could barely bring mysdlf to peer from around the tree of my home,
and with al my body, | wished to belike them.”

Oshalowered his head, lifting only his eyes at Wynn with ahating whisper, “Not an honorable reason.”
Wynn swallowed her reservations and reached for hishand. “To striveto excel . . . especidly in service
to others. . . isadways honorable. Y our family should be proud of you.”

Through the glow of the cold lamp crystd, Osha stared at her. His hand started to tremble, and he dowly
pulled it from hers. Long musclesin hisforearm clenched tightly. Wynn redlized she had never seen his
bare arms before.

“But,” she began, “are there not other ways you could have earned the respect you desire.. . . other ways
toserveyour . . .”

Shetrailed off as puzzlement spread across Osha slong face.

“Never mind,” shefinished.

“Areyou hungry?’ he asked.

“No, | do not think s0.”

He nodded and stood up. “Then you should rest. | will St vigil.”

Was he not going to deep? Wynn knew it was pointlessto argue.

She unrolled one of the mats and a blanket on her bunk ledge, redizing she wastired. When she settled
there, Osha had dropped back to a cross-legged position in the middle of her cabin.

Wynn had assumed he would be outsdein the hal, or in the next cabin over, with his own door wideto
keep an eye on things—but not in the middle of her own room. Suddenly sheepish, she pulled the blanket
up and rolled toward the cabin’shull wall.

A few moons past, Wynn would have been shocked at the progpect of deeping in the belly of aliving
ship with an anmaglahk just beyond arm’ sreach. But she closed her eyes, feding safe, and quickly
drifted off.

Sgéile awoke the following dawn, dreading every step to come. He breathed in the fresh air, trying to
center himself, but the name the ancestors had given Léshil was dwaysin histhoughts.

L éshidrelaohk—Sorrow-Tear’ s Champion.

A hdf-blood had been recognized as afull an’ Créan. But even such an honor from the ancestors did not
justify what Brot’ an’ duivé asked—no, insisted upon.

Only Anmaglahk and clan elders went to the hidden place of the Chein’ @&s—the Burning Ones.

Sgéile s own grandfather, Gleannéohkén’ thva, had once gone to them, but only in the company of

Brot' &' duivée,

Léshil tirred in the bedroll he shared with Magiere and gently gripped her shoulder. Chap remained
curled up at their feet.

Sgdile got up and looked about, wandering a short distance from their camp. Y ears had passed since his
last journey through the southern coastal region of his people, but he had aways appreciated the terrain.
Coarser than the inlands, this place held its own beauty.

Once beyond the shordine trees, the granite shelves of the foothills climbed like behemoth stepstoward
the mountains. Their deep shade of blue-gray was dotted with stands of evergreens and patched dusky
moss. The occasiond firs or aspens grew at subtle angles from seawinds. The forest here was not as
thick and varied asin the heart of hishomeland. With avast sky overhead, he could see for leagues, until
he looked upd ope to those stepped foothills. Thankfully, they would not go asfar asthe peaks. With his



back to the camp, Sgéile fished into histunic’ sfront and pulled out what Brot’ &n’ duivé had forced on
him.

A lump of basdt, worn smooth by river water.

Heturned it in his pam, studying its hand-etched patterns and swirls, and not one mark repested.
Between the tangled lines were dots and independent strokes, but he had no ideawhat the markings
meant, and the Greimasy’ 8h’ singtructionsfor its use did not yet make sense.

“Breskfast?’ Léshil caled from the dead campfire. “Or should we travel awaysfirs?’

Magiere was dready reaching for her hauberk and sword. Chap stood up, yawned widely, and stretched
dl hislimbs, one by one.

Sgéile sighed, tucked away the stone, and returned to his charges. Another unpleasant task awaited
before they could move on.

“What' swrong?’ Magiere asked.

Sgéilefound her watching him suspicioudy. Hewent to his pack and retrieved two long strips of black
cloth and unbound the rope tied to the pack.

“Another requirement . . . oneyou will not like.”

Magiere tensed, and L éshil’ s eyes fixed on the rope.

A direct gpproach, clean and quick, was best with Magiere. Sgéile held up the strips of cloth.

“Wedid not travel far before making camp. Our true journey beginstoday, but only if you adhereto
what | require. The place we seek is a guarded secret, known only to some elders of the Aruin’ nas and
thean’ Créan . . . and those who have proven themsel ves among the Anmaglahk. | cannot alow you to
know itslocation.”

“What are you taking about?’ L éshil asked.

“Y ou must wear blindfolds,” Sgéile answered. “ All of theway, both in and out. Y ou will swear on your
honor not to removethem. . . or | will not take you another step.”

Magiere snorted, black hair loose around her pale face and hard eyes.

“Thisjust keeps getting better,” she muttered. “Y ou think we' d ever agreeto this?’

Chap crept in without a sound.

As Sgéilelooked into the eyes of this strange magay-hi from the outside world, he felt even more
uncertain than when the dog had faced him down in the skiff. More than once, Chap had demonstrated
waysto communicate his expectations. But would the majay-hi now support him in gaining what he
needed from Magiere and L éshil?

Sgdile had no wish to defy one so deeply touched with the element of Spirit.

“Youwill haveaguiddine” Sgéilesaid to Léshil, holding up the rope. “ The going will be dow, but it will
beyour lossif | am forced to turn back. So choose now if you will trust me once more, asyou did
outsde my home enclave, when you reinquished your wegpons.”

“Y es, and that turned out so well!” Magiere snapped. “We were nearly attacked by your clan.”

“| protected you then,” Sgéile said camly. “1 will protect you now. Thisjourney isfor Léshil, and if he
agrees, you will abide by it aswell. Or we turn back.”

Magierefdtered and glanced at L éshil.

Sgéile knew that on somelevd, in pite of her volatilefits, Magiere could bring hersdlf to trust him. She
had done so before.

Léshil had not donned his hauberk yet, and the wind rippled his over-worn shirt. He stood looking from
Magiereto Sgéilein doubt, until Chap circled around behind Sgéile.

The mgay-hi rdleased alow rumble ending in asnort. Helifted his muzzle and huffed once a L éshil.
Léshil inhded. “All right . . . but we' Il need walking Savesaswell.”

He reached out and took the blindfolds. Magiere turned away, hands on her hips, but offered no refusal.
Sgdile swalowed hard and glanced down at Chap. The mgjay-hi wrinkled his nose.

“I must speak tohimaswell . . . dlone,” Sgéile added.

“To Chap?’ Léshil asked. “What about?’

“I understood his agreement,” Sgéile answered. “| have learned that much in our time together, aswell as
how much he understands. . . and that he has his own reasonsin al things.”



Magierelooked over her shoulder, though she said nothing concerning this open admission that Sgéile
was aware of Chap’s unique nature. Léshil smply turned away to gather blankets and bedrolls.

Sgéile stepped off toward a cluster of pines and motioned Chap to follow. He dropped to one knee, his
back to the camp, and waited as Chap circled around to face him.

“Hear me,” Sgaile whispered. “Your kind . . . or those who at least share your form . . . have guarded
my people asfar back as any can remember. On their blood, you will swvear.

“Reved nothing of the path we take—or what you learn—to anyone. The place we seek must remain
hidden and guarded. | take L éshil thisway because | gave my word to do o, but | do not know why we
are here. If you would have him continue, as you seem to wish, then do not hinder mein this. Swear to
me”

Chap shifted hisweight, glancing around Sgéile toward his companions. When his eyesturned back on
Syédile, hisjowls quivered dightly—amost asnarl but not quite. Findly, he blinked and huffed once.
Sgéile had witnessed this enough timesto know what it meant, and he sghed in relief.

“My thanks.

He stood up, looking upd ope through the granite shelf foothills. He focused upon the shortest pesk and
barely made out its sheared and ragged top—the mouth of an old volcanic vent at its crest. From any
farther distance, it looked no different from the others.

Chap had dready returned to camp by the time Sgéile walked back.

Chane logt track of the passing nights. They trudged east through the Crown Range, into valleys and
gorges, and up through saddles and passes between the high peaks, one after another. They paused only
when the sky lightened ahead, quickly setting up camp and crawling into their protective tentsto fall
dormant. They rose each dusk to move on, over and over again.

The five remaining ferd's were weakened with starvation. Chane fed them tea every few nights, and less
often, Welgtid rationed out small spoonfuls of life force hoarded in hisbrown glass bottles. And then the
terrain began to change.

The sight of dried, bent trees became more common, aswell as open ground between the patches of
snow. Clumps of grass and weeds and thickets soon filled the landscape, until the monotony of frozen
earth and broken rock was amost forgotten.

“The coast cannot befar,” Welstid said one night, gazing ahead through arocky saddle between two
mountainsdes. “ Stay with the others and make camp. | will scout ahead alittle ways.”

Chane did not bother answering and turned about, searching for an optimal place to pitch their tents. The
dark-haired young woman hovered behind him, always of more use than the others. He wished she could
speak, perhapstell him of her scholarly pursuits before. . .

Weldtiel barked at the othersto stay in their places and headed off.

Chane pushed away hiswandering thoughts, but hunger for intelligent discussion quickly returned. He
closed hiseyes, envisoning Wynn's ova face and bright eyes.

A patting sound jerked him from his fantasy, and he opened his eyes. The woman had crawled halfway
up arock-strewn dope and was crouching before a sheer outcrop. She dapped the stoneto get his
attention. Some semblance of wit il remained within her.

Chane headed updope. She had found a place where he could tie off their canvasin alean-to against the
stone and make them shelter from the sun. She took one folded canvas from him, and they set to work.
He had nearly finished when she reached for a piece of ropein hisgrasp to lash it around a spike driven
into the ground.

He suddenly pointed to himsdlf, his voice more rasping and hollow than usud.

“Chane. . .| am Chane”

He did not expect aresponse. He was only desperate for someintelligible sound after another night of
theferals anima noises and Welstid’ slong silences. But she stopped struggling with the rope and looked
up at him.

Her hair was adisheveled tangle, and in the death-pale skin, he spotted hints of a smattering of freckles.
She pointed a herself.

“Sa...bd ...



Those dow syllables, spoken with such difficulty, startled Chane. He crouched down, and she shifted
away fromhim.,

“Sabd . ..,” hesad, “that isyour name?’

A hundred questions filled Chan€e' s head, but he held them at bay. She sniffed the air around him, head
tilted, then flicked a hand toward the eastern sky and went back to struggling with the rope.

Chane did not need to look. Gray light grew behind him over the pesks.

The other ferals were fidgeting. The curly-headed man began trying to crawl across the ground with
muffled whimpers of frustration. At first, Chane thought they were agitated by the coming sun, but then he
saw what the man was crawling toward—and froze in surprise.

Weldtidl’ s pack sat propped againgt aspindly gray tree.

Thewd|-traveled undead sometimes st it down within Sght, but he never Ieft hisbelongingsin any
unsafe place. Evenin Venjétz, when they had been locked out of the city and lost nearly everything,
Welstiel had held on to his pack.

The stocky feral struggled on the ground, watched closdly by the others, but he made no more than an
inch or two of headway. Exhaugtion and starvation drove him againgt the power of Welstidl’ s command,
as he knew where the bottled life force was kept.

Intheir time together, Chane and Welstid had maintained the courtesies and formalities of two
noblemen—now turned Noble Dead. Chane had once respected Welstiel’ s privacy. But he had begun to
see Welstid' s pretense of cold-blooded intellect as nothing more than illusory posturing. And asfor
Chare. ..

He might be nothing more than a beast beneath his own veneer, but he had never sunk to believing his
own pretense. Not as Welstid did.

Chane had willingly served Wegtiel’ s madnessin that monastery, but he could not stop seeing these
ferdsfor who they had once been. Like the ghosts of lost scholars haunting dead flesh now filled with
nothing but longing and hunger.

A worthless concern just the same. They werelost.

But Chane till did not care to watch Welstiel butcher another one. He jogged downs ope, snatched up
Wedtid’ s pack, and turned away.

A hand latched onto his ankle, closing tight enough to make him bucklein pain.

Chanetried to pull free of the crawling monk, but the man would not let go. Theferal lay on his stomach,
musclestaut and shaking as he fought againgt his maker’ s command, but his colorless eyes were locked
on the pack in Chane' sarms.

Chane ssomped down on the man’ swrist with hisfreefoot. The fera squealed, and Chane wrenched
free of itsgrip.

All the crystal-eyed ferals around the clearing watched him. When he headed up toward the lean-to tents,
even Sabd’ s gaze fixed on what he was carrying.

Chane felt the bulge of hard objectsin the pack, too many to be just the brown glass bottles. His
curiosity turned once more to Welstid’ slong-hidden possessions.

The closest Chane had come to uncovering their secrets was the night he first saw Welstid’ s extra bottles
gtting beside the pack. He had not summoned the nerveto dig into it with Welstid sitting vigil just up the
monastery stairs. And the later night on thisjourney, when he had stolen one brown bottle, he wasin too
much hurry. He did not hesitate thistime, and threw back the cover flap.

Beneath two remaining bottles, wrapped in Welstid’ s spare clothing, Chane saw other items. Thefirgt
three were dready familiar.

Thewanut box held Welstid’ sfeeding cup, along with the looped tripod rods and white ceramic bottle.
Beside this rested the domed brass plate, which Welstidl used to scry for Magiere, and his frosted
light-orb with its three glowing sparks like incandescent fireflies. Chane set these carefully aside.

For the moment, he ignored the two books and a leather-wrapped journa . But the next item he gripped
was cold metal, and he glanced nervoudy toward the glowing horizon. He pulled out ahoop of sted with
etched markings.

Its circumference was dightly smaller than adinner plate. At aloss, he was about to set it down when he



smelled an odor akin to charcod. He turned the stedl hoop and dim light from the sky reflected upon its
surface—except for the deeply etched lines and symbols. Their inner groves remained black, and he
sniffed the object. The charred odor definitely came from the hoop.

He had little time | eft, for certainly Welstid would return before full dawn breached the horizon, but
Chan€' s curiogity nagged him. Holding the hoop to hislips, helicked an etched line running evenly around
itsouter Side. It tasted of bitter ash and char. He set the hoop with the other items and peered into the
pack. He caught aglint of copper or brass on one rod, and then movement caught his eye.

Sabd crept in, just out of reach, and pointed east as she sniffed the air. She whined and pointed more
forcefully.

Wedgtid must bereturning.

Chane quickly stuffed dl theitemsinto the pack, leaving the clothing-wrapped bottles to place on top.
He was about to return the pack to its resting place when Welstiel appeared over the top of the saddle
ridge, looking haggard and drained. Chane scrambled to the nearest [ean-to with Sabel on hishedls. He
crouched in front of its open end, setting the pack down.

AsWeddid entered the clearing, he gave no natice to the ferds cringing around himin the hdf-light, and
went straight for the spot where he had left his pack. When he discovered it gone, he spun about.

“I had to moveit,” Chane rasped. “Even under your command, one of themtried to get to it.”

Welstiel looked updope and spotted his pack beside Chane.

“Y ou took your time,” Chane added. “ Any longer, and you would be greeting the sunrise.”

Welstid frowned, but seemed satisfied.

“Getingde,” he ordered, and waved the ferals up to the tents.

They scrambled for cover like dogs, and he picked hisway up the dope to Chane.

“We are not far from the coast,” he said. “ A few more nights at most.”

It was good news, but Chane' s mind was €l sewhere.

Aside from the three short rods he had not had time to inspect, he had heard adull knock when he set
the pack down. Something ese rested in its bottom; something that he had not yet seen.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Three days of being dragged behind Sgéile wore Lees|’ s patience thin. Blindfolded, with arough waking
stick in one hand and arope gripped in the other, he trudged onward, with Magiere behind him. Chap
ranged somewhere nearby, his claws scrabbling over dirt and stone.

Chap asssted with warning barks whenever they strayed or came upon uncertain footing. Sgéile carefully
gteered them around anything larger, but the going was painfully dow. From timeto time, Magiere settled
ahand on LeesI’ s shoulder.

They exchanged few words on thisblind sdejourney, and Lees| wondered why he had ever agreed to
this. Why did he keep giving in to whatever bizarre requests Sgéile made?

Privatdly, Lees| knew why—to find out what Brot’ an—and his mother—had arranged.

Had this been Brot' an’s plan done, Lees | would have regjected Sgéil€ s requirements. But for his mother
... no, he' d abandoned her to eight years of imprisonment, and he couldn’t refuse her now.

Chap barked, brushed against Leesi|’ sleg, and then dashed away. Lees | heard asmall cascade of stones
tumble beneath the dog' s paws.

“What' swrong?’ Lees| asked.

“We haveto climb another chute between stone sides,” Sgéile replied. “ The bottom islittered with
debris. I will loop the rope through your belts, so you may use both hands to steady yourselves. Toss
asde your staves, asyou will no longer need them.”

“Thenwe're close?’ Magiere asked.

For amoment, Sgéiledidn’t answer. “Yes” hereplied, asif hedidn’t care to reved anything.

Lees| tossed aside his saff as Sgéile looped the rope through his belt. He waited as Sgéile did the same
for Magiere and then took the lead once more. Leesi| stepped forward, and his|eft foot shifted on loose
stones.

Someone snatched hisright wrist and guided his hand to the Sde, pressing it againgt avertical wall of
rough stone.

“Asl sad. . .takecare,” Sgéile admonished.

Leesl| felt hisway up the granite chute. Before long, he reached out and felt only empty air. Another step
and the ground leveled off. But when he tried to hook the blindfold with one finger, Sgéile pulled his hand
down.

“No,” he said sharply. “Not yet.”

Moving onward again, Leesi| grew aware of adight downward decline. Then he smelled dust, and the
sounds around him began to reverberate. He realized they had gone underground.

Sgéile began turning them, thisway and that.

Leesl tried to count off the lefts and rights, but he lost track after awhile. By the time Sgéile halted their
procession, Lees| wasdightly dizzy from thewinding downward path.

“It' swarmer here)” Magiere said.

She’ d been unusually quiet for the past three days. Leesi| reached back until he felt her arm.

“Wearefa enough,” Sgéle sad. “Y ou may remove the blindfolds.”

Leesi| ripped off the cloth, blinking as he rubbed his eyes.

For amoment he wasn't sure the blindfold was gone, as everything around him was so dim. Then the
world sharpened dightly.

Magiere s pdeface was strangdly illuminated by an orange glow— Sgéile had dreedy lit atorch. They
stood within anatura rock tunndl wider than Leesl’sarm span and haf again the height he could reach
up on histoes.

“We continue,” Sgéile said and waked off down the tunndl.

“We're not there yet?” Magiere asked, but he ignored her.

Leesil sighed and trudged on. When he glanced back past Magiere and Chap, he saw nothing, for the
tunnd curved sharply into the dark. He couldn’t even guess how far or deep they had come.

They waked down winding passages with craggy walls, but the floors were smooth. Lees|’ s patience
was beginning to wane when suddenly the torch’ slight reached only open space, and hefollowed Sgéile



into avast cavern. Before he could ook about, his gaze caught on the cavern’s most prominent feature.
A large ovd of shimmering metal was embedded in the cavern’sfar wall.

Magiere pushed around him, heading straight for it. Leesi| followed with Sgéile and Chap trailing more
dowly. When hewaswithin arm’ s reach, Magiere ran her gloved hand over the metd.

Lees| saw the bardly visible, razor-straight seam. The ova split down the center into two doors, but he
saw no handle or hinges, or other way to open them. Orange-yellow torchlight glimmered on their perfect
polished surfaces, ableached silver tonetoo light for stedl or precision metas. Leesi| recognized the
materid.

These doors were made of the same metal as anmaglahk blades.

“They’ rewarm,” Magiere whispered.

Lees| put hishand upon the metal. More than warm, they were nearly hot.

“Turn away,” Sgéile said wearily.

“Why . .. how do they open?’ Lees asked.

He heard cloth crumple on the cavern floor, and the sound of ablade diding across leather.

Chap growled.

“I said turn away, now!” Sgéile commanded, and his voice echoed around the cavern.

Lees turned quickly and dropped one hand to a punching blade.

Sgéile stood before hisfdlen cloak, his glistening features strained, asif any word or action would cost
him. He held adtiletto, itsmeta gleaming as bright asthe doors.

Chap tensed behind Sgéile, ready to take him down if he moved aninch.

The only memory he caught in Sgéile smind was abrief glimpse of this place—and Sgéile waiting frozen
in dread asthe slver-white doors began to swing open. The memory faded too quickly, and now it
seemed Sgéile would not tolerate either Magiere or Leesil knowing how the portal opened.

“Please. . . step back,” Sgéile said more ddliberately. “ And turn away.”

Magiere s hand wrapped around her falchion’s hilt, and she didn’'t move.

Chap was sick of deding with anmaglahk and their paranoia. But dl that mattered was finding out what
waited beyond these doors—what Brot' an had been scheming up thistime. Chap circled wide around
Sgéile and huffed once at his companions.

“What makesyou so obliging to him?’ Magiere asked, but she kept her eyes on Sgéile.
“Thisisridiculous,” Lees| said. “ Sgéile, just open the doorg”

“Keep quiet,” shesaid. “You' rethe onewho let him blindfold us.”

Chap huffed again. They had come dl thisway, and he was not about to turn back. He hopped at
Magiere and nipped her breeches at the knee.

Magiere jerked her leg back. “Y ou watch it!”

But shefinaly turned away, and Lees| joined her with asideong glance a Chap.

Sgéil€ s expression remained tense, but he did not ask Chap to turn away. He merely approached the
door, dtiletto in hand, and then hesitated with the blade point held up.

“Your oath . ..,” hesaid, “do not forget.”

He touched the blade stip upon the porta so lightly it did not even click. A low grating creak began, and
Chap watched as the seam split.

“Move away,” Sgéiletold him and sheathed the il etto.

Chap backpedaled toward Magiere and Leesl| as Sgéile also retreated.

The doors separated, each swinging outward as they ground acrossthe cavern’slevel stone. A wall of
heated air rushed out to strike Chap’ sface, and the cavern’ stemperature rose sharply with astench like
burning cod. He choked on the hot air filling hislungs.

“You will adjust inamoment,” Sgéile said, but he had ahand over his own mouth and nose.

The unpleasant burning in Chap’ sthroat dowly becametolerable. Lees|’ sface was flushed, though he
seemed unhurt. Magiere let out a strangled cough and buckled to her knees, fighting for air.

Lees| grabbed her shoulders. “Magierel”

A few more breaths and she nodded that shewas dl right.

“Y ou might have warned us,” she gasped.



“Apologies,” Sgéile offered, but hisfacewas asflushed asLeesl’s.

As Sgéile retrieved the torch, Chap circled back to stand between the wide doors. Beyond them
stretched awide passage, and the farther on Chap looked, the darker it became. Sgéile storch cast only
the barest glistening points of light onits craggy walls. The heeted air made it difficult for Chap to bresathe.
“Youmust bejoking!” Lees| said.

“It will not be comfortable” Sgéilewarned. “But we will survive.”

With that, he stepped past Chap into the tunndl.

Chap followed, and the hot stone under his pads grew more unpleasant with each step. He heard Leesl|
behind as Magiere came up on hisleft. She looked weak and faint. Her dhampir nature worked well for
her in the cold, but it did not seem to help in this scorching place.

“Y ou’ ve been down here before?” Magiere rasped.

Sgéile shook hishead. “Only asfar asthe doors, once. . . with my past teacher, before | received his
assent to take up full serviceto my people.”

Both Lees| and Sgéile dowly adapted, though their faces began to run with sweat. Magiere panted,
trying to bear the heat and keep up. Chap stayed close to her as Sgéile worked his way aong the uneven
passage. It narrowed suddenly at the top of acarved stone stairway.

A dim red-orange glow from below barely illuminated the close walls. Sgéile set asde historch. Thelight
increased dightly asthey descended, as did the heat in the air. They went down for along while, stopping
oncefor water. Lees| poured some into atin cup he dways carried for Chap, but the water had grown
so warm it offered little relief.

Chap kept a close watch on Magiere, though she stayed on her feet. He reached inside her mind and
caled up memories of their journey through the Blade Range . . . of snow and freezing wind. She
frowned, but thistime did not snarl at him to get out of her head. Instead, she put her hand on his back.
“Youdl right?’ Lees| asked her.

“Kegp going,” she rasped.

Just when Chap thought their descent might never end, Sgéile stepped down onto alanding. Chap
peered around the ef’ slegs through arough opening in the mountain’ srock. Through it, orange-red light
brightened dightly, and the opening seemed like the mouth of adwindling hearth in adim room.

Chap stepped through and halted at the sight before him.

A wide plateau ran agradua dant away from the stairway’ s portd. At its distant edge, red light erupted
out of amassivefissurein the mountain’ sbelly, like agash wider than ariver. Smoke drifted up into
glowing red air from deep in the earth.

“Wait. .. here...,” Sgéle breathed with gresat effort.

He advanced with dow and heavy steps but went |ess than halfway to the plateau’ s edge. He stopped,
digging benesth histunic, and drew something ouit.

“What'shedoing?’ Leesl whispered.

Sgéile cocked hisarm and heaved. A small dark object arced out and over the plateau’ slip to vanish into
the fissure. Chap had seen this object in Sgéil€ sflickering memories—a smooth basalt stone etched with
curving lines, sharp strokes, and dots. Sgéile returned but stopped to rest, hunched over with hishands
braced upon his knees. He blinked against the sweat running down his forehead.

“Now wewait,” hesaid.

Lees| stumbled closer. “How long? For what?’

Sgéile only shook his head.

They stood there so long that Chap wanted to collapse from the heat. But he feared he might not rise
again. Then he heard a soft scraping.

Like meta upon stone, it carried faintly across the haf-cavern plateau. Chap looked out beyond Leesil,
searching. The plateau’ s edge was a dark silhouette againgt the gorge s burning light.

A tiny part of that dark jagged line bulged and moved.

Lees| desperately wanted out of this place, and even more so when he glanced at Magiere.

Eyes half-closed, she gasped for air, and she hardly perspired at all— which was abad sgn. And Chap
appeared about to drop with al four legs quaking.



Lees| wasfuriouswith himsdf for ever agreeing to let Sgéile bring them here. Whatever Brot’ an and his
mother wanted didn’t matter anymore. He took a step toward Magiere.

In the stillness, afaint scrape carried dong the walls, like ablade scratching stone. Chap lifted his head to
gare, and Leesi| swung about, hands fumbling for hiswinged blades.

His gaze lighted first upon Sgéile, who held no weapons but straightened with an effort and looked of f
toward the glowing fissure sright end.

“Sgéle?’ Leesl sad.

“Keep . .. your weapons. . . sheathed,” Sgéile managed to say.

Magiere sumbled in next to Lees|, hand on her fachion’ shilt.

A bulge grew at the precipice s edge, taking form in movement.

At firgt it was no more than arippling smudge backlit by red-orange air. Small and blacker than the
stone, it crawled up onto the plateau from out of the red depths. Leesil barely made out apair of thin,
gindly arms asit crept forward, dragging something behind.

Itssze was difficult to gauge, but by the way the little black shadow hunkered, Lees| guessed it wouldn’'t
be much taller than Chap, if it stood up. And then twin horizontd dits opened inits blotch of ahead.
Two eyes, likewhite-hot codsin the dark, fixed on Leesl.

It crawled alittle farther, dragging the bulk of asack haf its sze. The charcoa-colored woolly baggage
shimmered asif laced with fibers of black metal or glass. Thin smoke rose from the bundle to dissipatein
the gorge’ s heat-rippled air.

“What is—?" Magiere began.

“Chein'as,” Sgélecut in. “The Burning Ones.”

But there was only one, and the little thing fumbled with its sack. It paused, turning searing eyes upsope,
and asmal maw opened beneath them.

A grinding shriek erupted across the stone plateaul.

Lees| cringed asthe sound pierced his ears. His skull and bones seemed to vibrate sharply in hisflesh.
“Gol” Sgéile ordered, hands pressed over hisears. “Whatever it has. . . isfor you, Léshil.”

Chap rumbled and took afew shaky steps forward, and Magiere clutched at LeesI’sarm.

“It' sdl right,” he whispered, peding off her fingers.

Magiere trembled but didn’t try to grab him again.

Lees| crept down the plateau, closing on the black little thing with lantern eyes. Ashe drew nearer, its
form became clearer.

No larger than anaked child of Sx or seven years, it squatted there with its scrawny arms and legs
folded. Thewhole of its body was covered in ebony-toned leathery skin. Thin digits sprouting from
splayed hands ended in short obsidian claws. Its oversized head was featureless except for the dit mouth,
the vertical cuts of smal nogtrils, and its glowing eyes. Instead of ears, it bore two small depressonson
the Sdes of itsskull.

Lees| was gtill well beyond reach when it began to shiver.

It cringed away from him, clutching itsdlf like adeformed and naked child caught in afrigid winter wind.
The closer Leesl| tried to get, the more the little thing quivered—as if he were the source of cold. Lees|
stopped and crouched, waiting.

With ashudder, it uttered a soft hiss like water thrown on agriddie. Both of its clawed hands reached
into the charcod-colored bag, and Lees| caught aglint of metd insde turning red in the fissure slight.
The little one chucked two long pieces of curved metal acrossthe plateau floor.

Leesil quickly scooted back asthey clanged across the stone before him. Focusing sharply as the objects
Settled, he stared in shock.

Twinwinged blades lay in the dark before him, so much like the ones he carried strapped to histhighs. A
matched set, mirrored opposites but alike in make.

His own blades had been assembled by a master weaponer in Bela, made from sketches he’ d drawn
himsdlf. But these were not sted. Even in the dark and the chasm’ s unnatura light, they shimmered too
cleanly. They glinted like slver mirrors—like the sheer perfect doorsto this cavern—Ilike the stilettos of
the Anmaglahk.



Their wingswould stretch down the outside of hisforearms, but unlike his, these turned dightly outward
at the back end, dender and graceful. The spades extending in front of ther grips were thin and fiercely
pointed, perhaps dightly longer than his own.

The oval grips hadn’t yet been wrapped in leather.

Partway down each wing, haf-circles sprouted sdeways. Round in shape rather than flat and sharp, they
might brace around his forearm and steady the wegponsin hisgrips.

Lees| raised hiseyesto the shuddering little creature. His mother had never seen hisweapons closdly,
especidly not whilein use. The only other who had—who knew that Leesil would come here—was
Brot’ an.

Leesl’sanger beganto edt a hisinddes.

“Takethem!” Sgéile hissed from upsope.

Lees glanced over his shoulder at Sgéile€' s shocked and lost expression. It was plain the man had
expected something € se—perhaps stilettos like his own. Then Leesil saw Magiere watching him asshe
knelt beside Chap.

He had to get her out of here.

He snatched up both blades with one hand, nearly dropping them from the heet in their metal, and then
tucked them under his arm as he sumbled updope. He grabbed Magiere’ sarm.

Sgéile hed out both hands toward the small being down the plateau. He began speaking softly in Elvish,
hiswordsfilled with strange reverence.

Chap was dready limping toward the stairway as Leesi| hauled Magiere up. Sgéile backed dowly and
turned to follow.

Another metallic screech tore at Leesl’sears.

Chap went desf for an instant.

He whedled about, nearly toppling beside Sgéile, and looked down the plateau. The smal creature's
sound till rang in his head, and he could not help barking at it to stop.

“What now?’ Leesi| shouted.

Sgdlejust stared toward the fissure' sedge in silence.

The black visitor seemed somehow familiar to Chap, but heat made his mind hazy. Perhaps the memory
of thissmdl being was something e se the Fay had taken from him a his birth—or wasit something he
had seen since walking this mortal world? He could recal nothing regarding these “ burning”
beings—these Chein’&s.

The creature hunched again over its bag, becoming alumped silhouette, and then itsforelimb lashed up
and out.

A metdlic object flickered with red light asit tumbled from the creature s pointed digits. It fell to clatter
and clang across stone. Before Chap could try to make out what it was, the creature’ s hand shot out
agan.

Thistime the sound was thicker—heavy and dull—and the second object did not glint like thefirgt.
“What now?" Leesl| repested, releasing Magiere to head downdope.

Sgdile shook his head, his expression anxious, even wary. “I do not understand.”

The creature threw its head back, eyes closing asits maw opened. Another shriek echoed off the
half-cavern wals and through Chap’ s bones. His ears still rang as the creature raised a clawed hand,
hissing like fire consuming water.

It reached out and gouged downward, seeming to claw the air toward itself. The gesture was aimed at
Chap’ s charges.

Lees| had tried to return, but the dark little one responded in denidl. Its call was not for him.

Chap looked fearfully at Magiere. What did it want with her?

Sgdile had only been ordered to bring Leesil. Whatever Brot’ an’ s scheme, he could not have known
Magierewould bully her way into this sde journey. What had the black visitor thrown out upon the
plateau?

The creature clutched the ar again, its gesture aimed at Magiere.

Magierefdt chilled insde, though the air was hot in her lungs. The clash of sensations|eft her dizzy and



wesk.

Sgéile sumbled afew steps downdope, shaking his head. But when he looked back at her, his
sweet-glistened face twisted in agrimace.

Magiere had seen that look before, the first time Sgéile had watched her crawl under ablanket next to
Lees, and the day he' d looked into her eyeswhen she'd lost all self-control in Nein'a' s clearing.

The small, dark being from the fissure’ sdepths called to her . . . waited for her.

Thisturn of events sickened Sgéile as much asit stunned him. Suddenly, he waved her on.

“Go. .. now!” he snapped.

“I'll takeyou,” Lees| whispered to her.

“No!” Sgéile commanded and swallowed dryly. “ She must go on her own.”

Chap pushed in against Magiere slegs. She settled ahand on his back and felt him quivering. Ashe
advanced, shefollowed hislead. Sgéile took two unstable steps, but as always, he balked at interfering
with amgay-hi.

Magiere burrowed her fingersin the scruff of Chap’s neck. As heled her onward, she fixed upon a
shimmer of red light on the plateau’ s stone. In one find step, her boot toe planted beforeit. She
collgpsed to her knees and felt along the stone.

When her fingers touched the bright spot, she snatched them back from its uncomfortable heat. Then she
saw the object more clearly through her blurry sight.

The dagger was aslong as her forearm, its base above the guard wider than a clenched fist. The tang
sprouting below the guard, where a hilt would be affixed, was bare of wood or wrapped |eather. That
piece of narrow meta ran straight to the round pommel. The blade was two-thirds the length of a
shortsword—awar blade. From itsfine tapering edgesto its point, its pure finished metal gleamed
slver-white and perfect . . . like the doors Sgéile had opened in the upper cavern. . . like his dtiletto.
Chap hacked and swallowed, and Magiere looked up, her eyesitching asthey dried in the heat. The dog
padded dowly to the second object, and lowered his muzzle. Magiere crawled forward on her hands and
knees.

Beside Chap lay acirclet of ruddy golden metal, too red for brass and too dark for gold. Thick and
heavy looking, the circumference was larger than ahdmet, and it had strange markings upon it that
Magiere couldn’t see clearly. About afourth of its circle gppeared to be missing, and Magiere willed her
sghtto clear.

Thecirclet wasn't broken. That gap was part of its making. Smal knobs protruded inward from its open
ends, pointing straight across the break from one to the other.

Magierewobbled on al foursand tried to lift her head.

The black leathery being watched her, and then suddenly raised a clawed hand to the Sde of itsearless
head. Long fingerstraced down its skull, asif combing through hair it didn't have. The gesture pulled a
memory into Magiere sthoughts.

Onewinged, frail female—asilf—not much larger than thisthing, had gppeared at her trid beforethe
council of thean’ Créan. And that festhered being had run ddlicate taloned fingers through Magiere' shair.
A crackling hiss leaked from the black creature’ slipless mouth, and its phosphorescent eyesrolled
closed. It threw back its head, covering itsflat face with both hands. The hands dipped downward,
exposing its mouth gaping in aface stretched by anguish.

A mournful bellow rose from its convulsing chest, like ahorn blown rough and wesk.

The sound vibrated in the stone beneath Magiere’ s hands and knees, making her nausesated. As her arams
buckled, the last thing she saw wasiits gaping mouth.

In place of teeth were opposing dark ridges, the shade of dull iron.

Somewhere, she’ d seen such before, and the familiarity made her shrivel insde.

Chap watched thetiny visitor lift its face upward, away from Magiere, and bellow in grief.

This creature recognized Magiere, or knew of her.

Why esewould it have brought her tokens—a weapon and a broken hoop of mysterious metal? Neither
Brot’an nor Nein’ a could have known Magiere would come here. These gifts had come directly from the
Chein'és.



But the sght of Magiere seemed to wound this one from within, and then she collgpsed.

“Magierel” Lees| cdled out.

Before Chap could scrambleto her side, the visitor wailed again. Asthe echo faded and Chap shook of f
the painin his head, it dashed toward the plateau’ s edge.

Chap froze asit legped out over the massive fissure.

The smdl being did not plummet; it appeared to float upon the air. Red light engulfed the spindly black
form asit swirled upon therising hest, like an insect in adesert whirlwind. It began to tumble downward.
Chap lunged to the plateau’ s edge before it vanished, reaching for any memories he might catch.
Fireeruptedin hismind.

It burned through Chap until he felt only stinging pain, and the cavern vanished before hiseyesin aflash
of searing white.

Lees| scrambled toward Magiere as Chap’ s piercing yelp struck hisears.

The dog fell twitching upon the stone. Chap's prone form shuddered and writhed asif he weretrying to
thrash free of something.

Lees| closed on Magiere and grabbed the back of her hauberk, but when he reached out for Chap, the
dog lay too far off. He flipped Magiere over, put his ear close to her mouth, and heard her low bregths.
Shewasdive, but Chap’s piercing whimpers continued. Leesil went for the dog, and a hand snatched his
shoulder, jerking him back.

“I will get him,” Sgéile shouted. “ Gather Magiere' s gifts and take her out!”

“What' swrong with Chap?’ Magiere whispered.

Lees| swung around to find her eyes barely open.

Hedidn't mind that Sgéile told him what to do. He wasn't even interested in the sirange objectslying
beside Magiere. All that mattered was getting her and Chap out of this place, before he collapsed from
the heat aswell.

“I don’'t know,” he answered, and snatched up the earthy golden loop and the hiltless blade. * Sgéile will
bring him.”

Lees | hooked the loop over one shoulder, holding the dagger dong with his new blades under the same
arm. He hoisted Magiere, dipping her arm around his neck, and wrapped his free hand around her wai <.
Neither of them looked back as they hobbled toward the passage and the stone steps.

Sgéile dropped beside Chap’ s whimpering form, and his knees ground harshly on the stone. He grabbed
hold of the dog, whispering over and over, “ Ancestors, protect him . . . | beg you!”

Chap sguirmed wildly, and he was heavier than anticipated. Twice Sgéile shifted hisgrip until hefinaly
gathered the dog in hisarms. The intense heat had no power against the pain of Sgéile' squilt.

He had brought outsiders before the Chein’ &s. He had brought a pale-skinned predator to this place, and
watched as she was “ gifted” aong with Léshil. And now Chap—who was touched with the ancient
Spirit—had fdlen in agony. And Sgéile could not fathom any of this.

All because he could not refuse Brot' an’ duivé.

Each day brought more confuson and cast him into impaossible circumstances, until he could do little
more than cling blindly to hisfaith. But he could not bear it if thisancient spirit died in hisarms.

“Please, be dill,” Sgéile whigpered in Chap's ear, heaving the dog up and running for the passage.

Chap’ s bones became cod's searing his flesh from within. All around, fire and glowing hot stone
haf-blinded him. Agony in his heart and mind rose from this stolen memory of the smdl black visitor from
the chaam.

He saw others of its kind who crawled and scampered among mounds of smoking stone surrounding a
molten river. Some swam within the orange fluid, smal blackened creaturesin awide duggish stream
amost too bright to ook upon.

Lost in the memory, Chap saw his own dark and leathery hands. Spindly fingers ended in glossy black
clawsthat caressed the hot ledge on which he crouched.

Please, be still.

The words came like awhisper from somewhere insgde of Chap, and his pain began to dwindle, until he
felt only the pleasant heat under his black hands and feet.



Then fear rose at the crestures metalic wails.

Small ebony bodies raced and legped about the chasm like rodents scattering along an alley to hide. The
fissure' s charred and smoking walls undulated faintly, becoming roiling black. Soft points of light emerged
and flowed across them. Chap lost focus as something new caught his eyes.

It—he—floated in the heat-rippled air above the molten river. Theair churned in whirling white-gray
about the figure drifting forward.

The surface of hislong, hooded robe swirled like oil, and the molten river’ sred light shimmered on the
faint symbols scripted upon itsfolds. The upper haf of the face within the hood was covered by amask
of aged leather that ended above awithered mouth and emaciated chin.

The mask had no eye dits, but the decrepit figure twitched its head about, watching the small black ones
fleeinterror.

Chap’ s own memory overlaid the stolen one, and he tasted flesh and blood in histeeth.

Ub&d, mad necromancer and engineer of Magiere shirth, floated in an airy vessd madefrom his
endaved spirits. Pieces of that wispy gray-white globe peeled away in ribbonsthat dove and harried the
fleeing figures. And one struck true.

A small black body screeched in torment as one of Ubad’ s spirits passed through its gaunt chest. Ubad
descended and snatched it by the neck.

Chap leaped forward upon black hands and feet.

He bounded from one stone to the next along the river’ s shore, trying to close on Ub&d. The dark-robed
madman began to rise upward in his pirit cocoon, lifting into hot air. Chap clawed hisway up thefissure
wall and lesped outward.

No, the visitor leaped for its captured kin.

Chap relived the black visitor’'s memory, asit had tried to reach the one Ubad sei zed—the one who had
been butchered in the keep of Magiere’ sfather to make her birth possible. His black hands caught in the
necromancer’ s robe.

Ubé&d' s face turned downward as he squeezed his captive in his bony grip. His vaporous shell began to
turn in avortex around Chap’ s narrow black arms.

Intense cold ate away al the heat in Chap’s body.

Chap’ s grip broke from the robe as ametalic scream tore from histhroat. And he wasfaling.

Awaken . . . please do not die. . . come back to me!

Another whisper echoed inside of him. He heard it an instant before his spindly black body hit the
scorching molten river.

Chap opened his eyes with aconvulsve shudder.

He stared into amber eyes sunk deep in a dark-skinned face coated with swest.

Sgéile sghed raggedly. His head drooped for an instant before he turned on his kneesto look the other
way.

“Heisawake!” Sgalecdled.

Chap saw theworld tilted sdeways where he lay with his head resting on a smooth stone floor. Hisvison
was blurred, but he made out asilver metal oval. The doors were closed, sedling off the passage to the
burning chasm below. They were back in the entrance cavern far above.

“How faresMagiere?’ Sgéile asked.

Lees| haf-sat, hdf-lay behind her, hisarm wrapped around her waist. She breathed inlong dow gasps,
but her eyes opened now and again.

“Shell makeit,” Lees| said. “But we need more water for both of them. And we should head further up,
out of this heat.”

Sgdile nodded agreement. He dug into his pack and pulled out awater bottle. At his shift of position,
Chap spotted the pile of metd items on the floor hafway to Magiere and Leesil. His gaze dowly cleared,
until he made out the twin winged blades, the hiltless dagger, and the strange arc of earthy golden metd.
The last item troubled him mogt, but he focused on the dagger.

He and his companions had stumbled upon another of thelost races— the Uirishg—one of five
nonhuman species that were thought to be but amyth.



Likethe sgyilf at Magiere strid, that one chein’ as upon the plateau had known Magiere and perhaps
mistook her for some strangely formed kin. It had brought her tokens—or was there more to those gifts?
The visitor had seen one of its own taken long ago, and knew itslost companion would never return.
Was that dagger atoken of recognition for the shared blood that had been spilled at Magiere's
conception?

Or wasit apleafor vengeance?

Onethat thelittle visitor, or dl the Chein’ &s, could never gain for themselves, locked away in the searing
depths of the earth.

Chap closed his eyes. Therewas no way he could have offered solace. No way to tell the visitor that he
had already torn out Ubad' sthroat.

The dreamer fell through vast darkness, and then suddenly stood upon a black desert. Dunes began to
roll on al sides, becoming immense writhing coils covered in glinting black scales.

“Show methe castle,” the dreamer demanded.

Flight through anight sky resumed once more.

Here...itishere.

The voice rose as the dreamer tumbled downward. High mountain peaks of perpetud iceloomed all
around like ajagged-toothed maw. Inits gullet was an immense sunken plateau crusted by snow. A
speck within gained size, and for an instant the dreamer saw it become the six-towered castle bordered
by sonewals.

The white plateau rushed up in the dreamer’ s sight and winked out.

But no impact followed in crashing down.

The dreamer suddenly stood before high arched gates. Mirrored twins of ornateiron curlsjoined
together at their high topsin an arched point. Mottled with rust, they were still sound and had not yielded
to time. Beyond them, the castl€' siron doors rose atop awide cascade of stone steps.

At acaw, the dreamer looked up. A raven sat upon the high gates.

The dreamer turned from the distraction, looking back to the steps and doors. Something white moved
past alow window in onefront tower.

It was awoman. Before she vanished beyond the window’ sfar side, the dreamer saw aface like snow
and coal black hair.

South . . . you must travel south.

“I am,” the dreamer answered.

No . . . you do not even try!

“How . .. whenwill | find it? When will you leave me aone?’

Succeed . . . and there will be no more need for dreams. Lead on, my child . . . great sister of the
dead.

Magiere opened her eyes wide and lurched from under the blanket, sucking air as she looked wildly
about the night.

She dtill lay beside Leesil where they were camped for the night on their journey back toward the shore.
Chap was curled upon Leesil’ s cloak near the dwindling campfire, and even Sgéile appeared sound
adeep. Just beyond him lay the pack containing the “gifts’ from the scorching cavern.

The blindfolded trek down the granite foothills should have been quicker than the ascent, but they'd
stopped often to rest. None of them had the same strength with which they’ d begun thisside journey.
Tomorrow they would reach the ship and return to their voyage, guided only by Magiere singtinct. She
gtared southward into the dark. All she wanted wasto run until shefound . . . whatever shehadtofind. .
. and got free of thisdriving urge.

Magiere lay down and rested her head on LeesI’ s outstretched arm. She scooted in until shefdt his
chest againgt her back. But when she closed her eyes, she saw the castle of her dream—and a

pal e-faced woman passing behind an ice-glazed window.

Chane had caught strengthening whiffs of seaar for the past four nights. Tonight, the sat breeze grew
sronger. The ferds smdlled it, too, and became restless, shuffling about each other.

Welstid suddenly halted and pointed ahead. “There. . . ook over the dope of trees!”



Chane craned his neck, eyeswide as his sight expanded.

At first he saw only aflat plainin the distance, impossibly flat. Then he caught the faint ripples upon its
surfaces. Tiny shapes of waves rippled upon open water stretching to the night’ s horizon.

Then another scent filled his head.

Life—humenlife

The curly-headed ferd began hissing and spitting, and the two younger males wailed and darted forward.
Chane knew the smell would be even more intoxicating for them; it was dl they desired. The
slver-headed man and Sabel whimpered in excitement.

“Stop!” Wedtie ordered. “All of you hold!”

Like puppetsjerked by their strings, the scampering monks hated. One young maefdl to hisface,
unable to keep hisfeet as his rush ended. Sabel buckled to the ground, rocking back and forth on her
haunches as her whimpers of joy became panting moans.

Their desperation wormed into Chane. He had gone longer without feeding than any of them, and he
wanted blood.

“Follow me” Weldtid said to Chane, and then looked briefly a hisminions. “ Do not move fromthis
place until 1 tell you.” He pointed toward Chane. “Or he does.”

Chane followed Wegtiel through the sparse trees. Every step along the forested ridge intensified the scent
of life on the sdlted breeze—and the smoky odor of a campfire.

Welstid finally dropped and flattened on his ssomach. He crawled forward as Chane did likewise, and
they peered over acliff above the shore.

Chane was not surprised to see the men below, gathered around a campfirein a sandy beach cove, but
the ship in the waters beyond was another matter. A three-masted schooner was harbored not far into
the water, and two long skiffs had been dragged up the beach. Each was half-filled with barrels.

“Who are they?’ Chane whispered.

Weldtiel continued to watch the men below, so Chane returned to studying them more close y—six
salorsin varied worn clothes. He could smdll sweeat dong with their life force. Two returned to the skiffs,
loading abarrdl. Judging by the way they hefted it, the barrel wasfull of something. He could just barely
hear others speaking around thefire, but he did not recognize their language.

“Why have they come here?’ he whispered.

“Seeking fresh water, | believe,” Welstid answered. “Thetdl onein the leather jerkin said something
about their supply being contaminated.”

“Y ou spesk their language?’

"Not well. | have not heard it in many years, not Snce my father was...”

Wedid fdl slent.

Chane s curiosity was piqued. He knew little of Welstid’ sliving days, only that the man was not anative
of this continent. And that Welstidl’ s father had worked hisway up through the ranks of Droevinkan
nobility.

“I can pick out afew words,” Welstid findly added. “ There must be fresh water near here. Seefarers
keep careful track of such things, though | wonder about any human this far north, so near the Elven
Teritories.”

“They will have moreto contend with than water shortage,” Chane said, true hunger mounting upon his
longing. “We should bring the others”

“No, thisis better than | hoped for,” Welstiel answered, and lifted his chin toward the anchored ship.
“Magieretravelsthis coast too swiftly to be on land. That schooner will be useful to us.”

Chane couldn’t believe what he was hearing and |ooked more closdly at the rough seamen below. Some
carried curved daggers tucked into their belts, and afew had squat cutlasses sheathed at their Sides.
Most were plainly dressed, though some had vests and tunics of |eather, alightweight armor for
Sedfarers.

“| doubt they are interested in passengers,” Chane said dryly. “We could feed on them, revitalize your
followers, and take the ship. But | have little knowledge of sailing, and likely your monks would know
even less. Do you?’



Westid shook his head, eying the covefloor. “No, wewill need the crew . . . and count on their greed to
favor us”

He drew apouch from his cloak, jingling the coinsingde, and Chane stared at it blankly.

They had lost most of their money back in Venjetz, or so he thought, and used what was lft to purchase
horses and supplies. But then Chane had never inquired, asthey had never needed coinsin the
mountains,

“Where did you get that?’ he asked.

Welstiel loosened the pouch’s string. “From achest at the monastery.”

“Y ou intend to bargain our way onto the schooner?” Chane said in surprise. “1 doubt the monks had
enough with which to tempt those sailors.”

“And | doubt,” Welstid replied, “they will pay attention to anything but the clink of coins. . . and the
possibility that we might have more.”

Chane scooted back from the ridge and sat up.

Getting out of thisforsaken range was an attractive prospect, but he saw holesin Welstid’ s plan. Unless
Wedtiel knew these seafarers’ language better than he suggested, they could end up embroiled in afight
before abargain was struck. The sailors below looked more likely to rob wayfarers out of the wilderness
than to offer rescuing passage to the nearest port. And even so, how did Welstiel think they would react
when his monks emerged from the dark, full of witless gibbering and hungry stares?

“Wewill circle around and search for apath down theridge,” Welstid said.

Chane shook his head but followed. In the end, he believed they would ill have the ship—with no one
left who could sall it.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Wegtid poured most of the monastery’ s coinsinto his own pouch, but he kept out asmall sum of silver
pennies.

Chane watched in puzzlement. “How did monks obtain that much?’

“A wedlthy patron, perhaps,” Welstid suggested, but he did not care.

Hefilled the emptied pouch with smal stones, adding the pennies on top so the pouch would clink when
jostled.

“What are you doing?’ Chane asked.

“Jug follow me”

Weddtid led the way around the cliff until they found gradua sod shelves|eading down to the beach.
During their descent, he contemplated the best way to approach these marauders.

Though he could pick out afew words of the mishmash Y lladon tongue, he could not truly speak it.
Perhapsthey’ d once had a centra language, or severa, from whatever long-forgotten descendants had
first cometo this continent’ s shores. Now they spoke a conglomeration of differing didects fostered
among their individua city-states. Some factions spoke old Droevinkan aswell.

In hisliving youth, Welstiel had only had brief contact with the Y lladon, when hisfather cameto seek his
fortune on this continent. They stayed in one city-state, but hisfather had quickly redized that the lack of
adable hierarchy offered little opportunity for him. The Y lladon raided each other’ sterritories as often as
they raided any outsiders they could reach.

They were paragites. Savers, pirates, and thieves by the very make of their fragmented culture, but to
cal them unintelligent was rash. Their way of life had survived aslong as the continent’ swestern nations,
and perhapslonger.

Stll, he could think of only one reason these sailors might travel so far north. And trying to hit the lower
Settlements of the Elven Territories marked them as foolhardy, from Welstidl’ s perspective.

“Keep your sword sheathed unless| say otherwise,” he advised.

Chanefollowed in slence as they stepped onto the beach above the cove, and Welstid rounded the
point until he spotted the campfire. He called out agreeting in old Droevinkan.

Men scurried around the beached skiffs, then poised, waiting as he entered the firelight’ sreach. All six
drew cutlasses and thick knives, except the one with the horn bow aimed at him. In their mismatched
attire and oiled-down hair, each was nonetheless dressed for efficiency in duty. Most wore lesther
vestments or tunics and either hide or heavy canvas breeches. Half had studded or stedl-ribbed bracers
on their forearms.

They were surprisingly robust; none gppeared manourished or inebriated. They quickly shifted postions,
two flanking Welstiel on the shoreward side to back him and Chane into the water if needed.

“Beat ease,” Wedtid cdled, and held up both gloved hands.

The pebble-filled pouch dangled by its string hooked around hisfingers, but the Ylladon did not lower
their wegpons. One sailor between the skiffs glanced toward the campfire as another man stepped
forward from beyond the flames.

Somewherein hislate twenties, he wore a close-trimmed beard and was rather short of stature. He
barked at the others, but his gaze never left Welstidl. This man had not drawn aweapon. The sheath on
his hip was too narrow for asailor’s cutlass, perhaps made for asaber instead. The deeves of hisazure
shirt beneath the quilted and padded | eather vest were a cleaner cut than the rest.

“Stop there,” he said in the old Droevinkan, hiswords strangely sharpened by the accent of his native
tongue.

Weldtiel halted, asdid Chane.

“Y ou are the captain?’ Welstid asked, and jingled the pouch. “We seek passage on your vessd.”
“Passage?’ the man repeated.

Helooked Welstiel up and down, snorted, and then cocked his head toward one of the two who had
flanked Welstid at the beach top.

“Hecaptain,” the young man said in his broken speech. “But he not speak your words. | am hedm.”



“Helmsman?’ Weldtid corrected politely.

The short halmsman said nothing as the captain took afew steps down the doping sand.

He wasthe tallest and bulkiest, and shirtless benesth his cloak and tunic. Histhick leather vestment was
adorned with spaced stedl studs shaped like diamonds. Heavy armor for a seefarer.

His hair and face were hidden beneath ahelm of hardened, shaped leather, with three evenly spaced flat
iron strips across its skull top. The long nose guard and wide cheek and jaw wings were reinforced as
well. Thisleft only two eye loops connected to the narrow opening exposing the middle of his mouth and
the front his chin. Welstid found it difficult to gauge the man’ sexpresson.

The captain never looked at the pouch—only at Welstid—and inched forward with athick short sword
poised in hisgrip. Clearly these men thought it easier to take Welstie’ smoney, and his attempt at barter
was not even worth amusement.

Wedtid flipped the pouch up with hisfingers and caught itsfaling bulk in hispam.

The captain paused, but ill hisgaze did not shift. Welstidl opened the pouch, pinching out slver coins
into plansght.

“We need passage for seven.”

“Seven?’ the hedmsman repeated, and rattled off something to his captain.

The captain growled afew words to the man behind him. That sailor scurried off the way Welstiel had
come. Another bolted along the cove s southern curve.

“Wegtid!” Chane hissed. “What are you doing?’

He stepped in, pushing back his cloak to expose hislongsword, and kept shifting his head, watching all
thesalors4ill in Sght.

Again the captain appeared unimpressed, but he took afew quick glances. Not at the pouch and coins
but toward the cove' sfar reaches, where histwo men had run off.

Welstie dowly pushed back his cloak to expose his own sword.

The captain did not seem foolish, and the mention of sevenin Weldtid’ s party had made him wary. A
piercing whistle carried from the north, and then another from the south. The captain clenched the
shortsword' s hilt hesitantly.

Welgtiel took another step forward. The helmsman closed quickly on him, but Chane moved in to block
his path.

“Let him come,” Wegtid ingtructed.

Chane backed up one step and held his ground with a soft hiss.

“| offer moreaswell,” Welstid said, waiting as the helmsman trandated for his captain. “ Something rarer
than coin.”

He dowly swung his pack off his shoulder and dug ingdeit. At the glimmer risng from the opened pack,
the captain raised his sword, its point reaching out.

Wedtid lifted hisglobe of threeflittering lights.

“Tel himthelights never go out,” he said, and waited while the helmsman explained.

The captain reached out and wrapped thick fingers around the globe. Helifted it before hisface.

Its light flooded the shadowed openings of hishelm. He did not appear remotely awed, but hisinterest
was clear. A good light source requiring no fire was useful to asesfarer.

Welstiel held up both pouches and shook the one from the monastery, so thet its few silver pennies made
noise.

“A third now . . . the rest when we reach thefirst port on your route.”

The helmsman repeated, and the captain returned a question.

“Why isyou out here, whereis nothing?’ the hedmsman asked.

“Not your concern,” Welstid returned. “My people will stay below deck, and we are not to be
disturbed. We have our own food and water, so we will be no more burden than the rest of your . . .
cargo. Passageisal werequire.”

The captain and hedmsman broke into aquick and sharp exchange, and then the captain looked at
Wegtid and nodded once. The hdmsman held out his hand, and Welstiel rendered up his smdler pouch
containing nearly al histrue coin. When he reached for the globe, not offered as down payment, the



captain curled it back in hisgrip and turned away.

The hdmaman merely smirked.

Welstiel understood this game. The captain accepted the bargain, but now he would wait. Once his
passengers were aboard in the hold, it would befar easier to take al of their possessions. No one would
even find the bodies, sunk to the sea bottom.

“My name Kléatds. Y ou get people,” the hemsman encouraged. “We leave soon.”

Wegtid decided to stay and keep his eyes on these men. He a so knew how Chane longed for real
blood.

“Bring the others,” hetold Chane, “but only asfar asthe turn into the cove. Keep them away from the
camp until it istimeto board.”

Weldtid found it puzzling that hisferds obeyed Chanein most things, especidly the young female. As
Chane disappeared down the beach, passing areturning Y lladon scout, Welstiel backed toward the
water and away from the skiffsto consider hisoptions.

Magiere traveled south, but she had not comethisfar, judging by her positionin hislast scrying.
Whatever might come, he could not alow her to get away from him. If she stopped short and headed
inland, he would haveto force the Ylladon ship to turn back north. But that was not likely, sncethe
impassable Blade Range separated the eastern from the western coast. Magiere was far more likely to
sail onward beyond the range' s southern end, whereit broke into the scattered rugged terrain of the
Pock Pesks. It was the only place he could think of that she might enter the high mountains on foot. If
that was her plan, her ship might eventually catch up to Welstiel’ s, and then he would have harder
decisonsto make.

Sgéile pulled in the oars and stood up as the skiff floated in beside the ship. No one had spoken since
they pushed off the beach, and both Magiere and Léshil had been unusudly quiet during their three-day
return. Chap was fully recovered, much to Sgéile srdlief, but he dwelled on the gifts that the “burning”
one had brought—and for whom the last two were intended.

Léshil had not taken his new blades from their canvas wrap. Those weapons, so like his own, were
disturbing enough to Sgéile, but they were nothing compared to the items presented to Magiere: awar
blade made of Chein’ & metd and astrange heavy circlet.

Sgédile had thought long and hard on this as he led Léshil and Magiere out of the granite foothills.

Brot' an’ duivé could not have known Magiere would force her way into thisjourney, for the

Greimasy' ah' singructions only concerned Léshil. Y et somehow the Chein’ &s had known she would
come.

What was the hidden meaning behind these strange gifts, and the way that dark little one had |ooked at
her with such pain? Its expression had reflected that of the séyilf who had appeared at Magiere’ s hearing
before the clan elders and claimed an impossible shared heritage with her.

Onenight in the granite foothills, Sgéile had heard Magiere muitter fitfully in her degp and then Sit up,
breething hard. He remained silent, watching her through the dits of hiseydids, until shefindly curled up
under the blanket with Léshil.

They weredl traveling south to find an object for these human “ sages,” but Magiere was much more
involved than she admitted. Sgéile now felt as though he were the one being dragged along blindfol ded.
“They are back!” aglad voice shouted from above. “ Osha, quickly— come help!”

Sgéile glanced up to see Wynn' s smiling face hanging over the ship’ srail-wall. Osha gppeared beside her
an indant later.

“Hold on,” Osha caled, and a crewman tossed down lines,

Sgéile stepped around Chap to secure the skiff’ s prow. When he turned back, Magiere had done the
same at the stern. About to reach down for his pack and the canvas bundle of gifts, he saw Léshil had
aready picked up the latter.

It was thefirt time he had touched them since leaving the tunnels. Sgéile could not comprehend Léshil’s
reluctance.

L éshil handed off the bundle to Magiere and crouched as Chap approached him.

“I will carry him,” Sgéilesad quickly.



Leéshil’ sface clouded, but he nodded. 1’ [l head up and help haul him over. Magiere, go ahead.”
Magiere climbed up, and then Léshil, and Sgéile crouched to offer his back to Chap.

“Please dlow meto assist you,” he whispered.

With a soft rumble, Chap hooked hisforelegs over Sgéile' s shoulders, bracing hisrear pawson Sgéale's
belt. The dog was heavy and made climbing the rope ladder precarious. When they reached the top,
Wynn scrambled into Sgéile sway.

“I will get him,” she said cheerfully, reaching out.

At the sight of her, Chap lunged.

The dog' s push-off flattened Sgéile onto the deck’ s edge. When Chap’ sweight lifted from Sgéile' s back,
he climbed through the rail-wall’ s opening and paused at the sight before him.

Wynn sat with legs splayed where she had toppled, and clutched the majay-hi’ s neck. Chap lapped a
her face as she laughed.

“I' missed you!” Wynn said, grabbing hisface by thejowls.

Sgdile shook hishead. At least it was heartening to see thisancient one' s hidden burdenslifted for a
moment.

“Greetings, Sgéilshellleache” Oshasaid. “It iswelcome to seeyou.”

“Oghal” Wynn grumbled a him.

He groaned with aroll of hiseyesand repeated hiswelcome in Belaskian.

The hkomas strode over, displeased as ever, and Sgéile stedled himsdlf to remain polite. The ship and its
keeper had remained idle for six unexpected days on this well-kept route between the coastal
communities

“We pull anchor,” the hkomas said. “We are far behind schedule for our next stop.”

“Of course,” Sgéleanswered. “If | can assst in—"

The hkomas turned on his heel and began shouting to his crew.

A cold gust rolled across the deck, and Wynn crossed her arms with a shiver as she stood up. Osha
immediately opened his cloak, stepping closer, and Wynn dipped in againg hissde as he pulled the
cloak’ s edge about her.

Sgdile stared slently, asdid Magiere and Léshil, but the two young ones did not notice everyone's
attention fixed upon them.

“Hungry?” Wynn asked, peering from beneath Osha s gray-green cloak. “Have you had supper?’

In the lingering silence, both Wynn and Osha finally noticed the tension around them.

“We need to get below,” Magiere said, till holding the bundle of gifts. “Now, Wynn.”

Some of the crew paused amid their duties, casting displeased and troubled glances at the returned
foreigners. One stopped atogether to watch them. The continued interest of this young woman, the
hkomas's steward, did not escape Sgéile' s awareness.

Osha swept back his cloak as Wynn hurried after Magiere. Léshil and Chap followed. Sgéile watched
with mixed fedings asthey headed for the aft hatch. He prayed that Chap would keep his oath.
Uncertainty was aforeign state of mind for Sgéile, and lately he had been perpetudly logt init. He
believed in his salf-chosen purpose to protect Léshil. But Magiere' s presence nagged at him. Between
the Syilf’sclams a Magiere' s hearing and the gifts and actions of the emissary at the fissure' sedge,
Sgéile wondered what role Magiere played in Léshil’ sfuture.

She was amonster. She could beirrationa and consstently ill-mannered. But she also possessed
attributes Sgéile found admirable—fortitude, courage, and an unshakable loyaty to those she cared for.
He had once asked her to watch over young Leandham, and she agreed without hesitation. And two of
the ancient races expressed mysteriousinterest in her.

Sgéile grew weary of thinking.

“What happened,” Osha asked, “when you took them before the Chein’ &7’

Perhaps Osha had spent too much time with these outsiders. He had many shortcomings that made
Sgéile doubt his suitability to be Anmaglahk. It would not serve the young man to sympathize with
humans

“Wynnissafe” Sgailesaid. “You served your purpose well.”



“Purpose?’ Oshablinked, and his gaze wandered toward the aft hatch. “ Y es, Sgéilshellleache. . . a
pleasant duty.”

Sgéile stiffened.

“Thereisno pleasant or unpleasant for Anmaglahk,” he said coldly. “ Thereis only your purposeto fulfill
for your people. If you cannot hold this above al ese, you have no place among us.”

Oshd sjaw dropped dightly, like an ignorant boy regretting an error he did not understand. * Forgive
me,” he tammered. “I meant no. . . | livein silence and in shadows. | an Anmaglahk.”

Sgéile offered no reassurance. Putting Oshaat ease would be no kindness.

“Seeto our charges” he said. “Bring them supper.”

“Yes, Sgdlshelleache”

As Oshawaked to the hatch, Sgéile turned to therail, watching the coastline and dwelling on Magiere.
Perhaps he should chagtise himsdf aswell.

Most Aged Father rested within the root chamber of his great oak. Alone for amoment, hetried to quiet
hisrestlessmind.

Father?

He opened his eyes at Hkuan' duv’ s voice and placed a hand on the living wood of his bower.

“I am here,” hereplied, concerned, for Hkuan' duv would need atree for hisword-wood to function.
“Where areyou?’

| halted the ship to go ashore so we could speak. Hkuan' duv hesitated. | have been in contact with
the informant you arranged. Sgailsheilleache’ s ship anchored for six days, and he took Léshil and
the human called Magiere ashore. By the location described, | believe Sgéilsheilleache took them
to the haven of the Chein’ &s.

“What?" Most Aged Father tried to Sit up.

When they returned, Magiere bore a canvas bundle, which the informant had not seen when they
departed. It was of sizeable bulk.

Mogt Aged Father had been shocked when he first learned that Sgéilshellleache had continued to
accompany Léshil. But guardianship was adifficult burden to put aside, especidly for one such as
Sygéilsheilleache, who clearly fdt his oath was not yet fulfilled, misplaced asit was.

Father? Hkuan' duv asked. |s there more concerning this purpose. . . that | should know?

Most Aged Father was troubled. Since leaving Ghoivne Ajh§ he, Sgéilshellleache had made no reports.
Now he had made an unscheduled stop near a place no human should ever know. Had Sgéilshellleache
taken Léshil and that undead woman into sacred fire?

Father, are you still with me?

Mogt Aged Father’ sfrail body flushed with indignant heat. Oh, the answer was obvious.

Brot' an’ duivé—the Dog in the Dark—betrayer of his people. But why would the deviant Greimasy' éh
want Sgéilshellleache to do this? Why, when he knew what it would cost once the truth came out?
Thisbreach was al Most Aged Father needed to begin planning the swift end of Brot’ an’ duivé.
Father?

“Yes, | hear you!” Most Aged Father hissed, and then calmed, weighing his next words.
“Sgéilsheilleache sloyalty is unquestionable, but his purpose has been twisted by one among our caste
whoworksagaing us. . . likethat traitor, Cuirin’nén’a. If he now serves a purpose that neither he nor
we know fully, then this object the humans seek has greater import than | first thought. Upon your return,
gpesk of it to no one, even among our caste. Y ou will bring it only tome.”

Another pause and Hkuan' duv replied, You have no reason to doubt.

Most Aged Father leaned back shakily in his bower. “In sllence and in shadows,” he whispered.
Wasthere no limit to Brot’ &n’ duive streachery?

“What iswrong?’ Wynn asked, closing the cabin door. “What has happened?’

Chap dropped his haunches to the floor, but he sent no words into her head.

Magiere roughly tossed her coat onto abunk. She dropped on the bunk’ s edge, looking tired and drawn,
as Lees| sank to the floor beside Chap.

Daylight had faded, and Wynn took out her cold lamp crysta, rubbing it briskly until aglow filled the



small room. Her curiosity—and worry— sharpened with the light, and she glanced over at the strange
bundle in the corner by the door.

“What isin there?’ she asked.

Magiere leaned back, her jaw working beneath tightly pressed lips, asif uncertain how to answer.
“Tak tome!” Wynn demanded.

“Ooeer-ish-ga,” Leesil whispered.

Wynn spun toward him. “What?’

Uirishg, Chap corrected for Leesil’s badly spoken Elvish.

Lees| sghed. “I think we met another one of your forgotten mythica people.”

Wynn stared at him, but she flooded with excitement.

Uirishg was an ancient Elvish name she had learned from recorded myths gathered by her guild—a
legend of five races matched to the five e ements of existence. Of these, Elves and Dwarves were known.
Wynn had considered the other three no more than fancy, until . . .

She had followed Lees| and Magiere into Droevinka, and they had uncovered the hidden crypt below
the keep of Magiere' s undead father. And one of the Séyilf—the Wind-Blown—had appeared at
Magiere strid before the an’ Créan’ s council of clan elders.

Spirit, Earth, Air, Fire, and Water.

Essence, Solid, Gas, Energy, and Liquid.

Tree, Mountain, Wind, Flame, and Wave.

Elf, Dwarf, S&yilf ...and. ..

“Which race?” Wynn asked.

“Theonel€eftintheiron crate,” Magiere said.

In the hidden crypt, Leesi| had discovered one set of remains near an age-crusted iron crate. Beneath the
grime and dried rust, Wynn had found gougesin the metal. Whatever it had held had tried to claw itsway
out. The skeletal remains near the crate were as dark asitsiron, and the bones of itstoes and fingers
ended in curved obsdian points. Its skull was small, with sharpened charcod gray ridgesin place of
teeth.

“Judt listen,” Lees| said, but he fatered, looking to Magiere. “1 don't even know how to art.”

“Show her,” Magieresad.

Wynn did not wait. She rushed for the bundled canvas and tumbled it open upon the floor.
“Sgéiletook usdown . . . somewhere under amountain,” Magiere began. “A smal, black-skinned
cresture came out of adeep fissure, carrying those things. The winged blades werefor Leesll, but it
tossed the other two at me.”

Wynn was spellbound by the four objects. A pair of winged blades, not unlike LeesI’s, yet made of
unmistakable meta. The other two |eft for Magiere—along and heavy hiltless dagger of the same
materia, and . . . athorhk?

But the engraved characters upon it were not Dwarvish, athough it was shaped like one of the collar
adornments worn by some of their warriors. Wynn turned her frustration on Chap.

“Wél, say something! Y ou were supposed to be my eyesand ears.”

Chap dropped his head upon his paws. Chein’ as—the Burning Ones.

But then Magiere began recounting al she remembered, and Wynn listened intently.

“Beforewe could leave with Leesil’ sblades,” Magiere said softly, “it shrieked at me, and |eft those
things”

“Sgéilewasn't happy about it,” Leesi| added. “He had no idea, and | don't think Brot’ an and my mother
had anything to do with those.”

“Itknew me. ..,” Magiere whispered. “ The gift-bearer was hurting . . . or in mourning.”

Wynn glared at Chap, but he remained silent. What was wrong with him? He had made her apromise.
She turned back to Leesil.

“We have adready learned that you and Magiere were created by opposing sides,” Wynn said, “for a
conflict yet to come, though the sides of that conflict are somewhat ignorant of each other. And the Fay
seem to want neither of you involved. The an’ Créan ancestors saw Leesil asafuture savior, and Chap



believes Magiereisto lead an army for the long-forgotten enemy that Most Aged Father fears. Both of
you have rgjected these paths, but now . . . with thesethings. . .”

Wynn looked down at the items and lingered upon the ruddy-colored circlet.

“Perhaps these old peoples, Chein’ as and Séyilf, do not care how or why either of you were made. They
ether offer their help . . . or are asking you for help.”

“Help withwhat?’ Leesil snapped. “ Enough dready! We I find thisorb thing, keep it from Welstid . . .
and then we're done!”

Magiere stretched out ahand to Leesil, and he rose to join her on the bunk.

Wynn shook her head in resignation. She had no wish to upset them nor to make them think she wished
either to succumb to a purpose others thought they should serve. She only wished she had been in that
cavern to understand more of what happened.

“Y ou had better start explaining,” she growled a Chap.

No.

Wynn's somach rolled, more at hisdenia than at hisvoicein her head.

| can only clarify what Magiere and Leesi| can tell you. That is my word to Sgéile.

His rebuke stung, for Chap had made a promise to her. And now, that meant nothing compared to his
word to an anmaglahk?

Wynn could not even spit out aretort, so she snatched up the circlet— or tried to. She nearly toppled off
her knees at itsweight, and then dammed it down before Chap’ s nose. He flinched.

“What isthis thérhk for?” Wynn demanded.

Lees| wrinkled hisbrow at the strange term.

| do not know, Chap answered. Sgéile did not recognize it either.

“What about the chein’ &?’” Wynn pressed. “And do not tell methat you did not delve its memories. . . |
know you!”

“Enough!” Magiere warned. “And where did you get the name for the hoop? A torc?’

Wynn ignored her.

Chap fidgeted on the floor, reluctant to look at the object. Wynn'sire waned at the suffering in hiseyes.
He shuddered.

| saw the gift-bearer’s memory of a loss, when one of itsown . . . one that meant something to it .
.. was taken by Ubad.

Wynn repeated Chap’ swords for the others, and Magiere sat upright with widened eyes.

“That . . . fiend cameto the chasm?’ she whispered sharply. “How? We barely survived ashort time on
the platean..”

Lees tried to pull her back but she ressted. Chap recounted al that he had seenin theforlorn being’s
memory as Wynn reiterated for the others.

| could not tell the gift-bearer that Ubéad is already dead.

Chap’ sblue crystdline eyes strayed to the hiltless dagger—as did Magiere s—then helaid hishead
down, gazing at the thér hk.

It seemed the blade given to Magiere had been some pleafor justice, but the thérhk brought Wynn only
doubts and questions.

“Let meknow,” she grumbled at Chap, “if thereisanything more you can tell . . . that might help.”

Chap lifted his head, and his doggish browswrinkled in an echo of Magiere' s perpetua scowl.

Wynn put ahand on his head. He bucked it sharply off with his snout, but then |gpped hislong tongue
between her smal fingers.

“Wynn,” Magiere said, “how do you know what to call that thing?’

“Thorhk?” sheanswered hesitantly. “It isan old Dwarvish term for acirclet shaped somewhat like your
open-ended loop. They are made of semi-flexible braided meta, and often worn by a Thénee—an dlite
dwarven warrior, sometimesin service to one of their high lords.”

A knock sounded. Wynn climbed to her feet, stepping over Leesl’s shimmering new blades, and opened
the cabin door.

Osha stood outside with atray of food, and the aroma of roasted fish and herb-garnished potatoes



surrounded Wynn.

“Thank you, Osha. Will you join us?’

Hewould not meet her eyes and merely handed over thetray.

“Whatever iswrong?’ she asked.

Oshaturned away, heading back for the hatch stairs. Wynn stared after him.

Six days aonewith him and she had finaly begun to think they were friends. Now he would not est or
gpeak with her? It seemed that no matter how much they learned of each other, as f, an’ Créan, or
anmaglahk, Oshamight dways be astranger.

Wynn closed the door with her elbow and turned as Magiere did to the floor, leaning her head against
Leesl’sleg. Sadnesswdled insde Wynn—or wasit loneliness?

She reached back in her memory, seeking amoment of intimate comfort. All she recalled were evenings
stting close to Chane over aparchment, drinking mint tea, his strong hands tight around his cup. During
the battlein Toret’s house, he had abandoned the fight and thrown her over his shoulder to flee. She had
fought and kicked him, until she redlized histrue intention was to remove her from harm’sway.

Chap waswatching her sernly.

Wynn flinched, hoping he had not been wandering in her memories. But when she settled besde him,
handing out small wooden plates, her ssomach rolled once more.

And | think of Lily.

She reached out to softly stroke his back.

Magiere took the plate Wynn offered, and another knock sounded at the cabin door. She waved Wynn
back down as the sage started to rise and went to the door herself.

The last face she wanted to see outside was Sgail€'s.

He averted his eyes and clutched at along and narrow paper-wrapped bundle. He so held a seamless
wooden tube about the length of hisforearm. The narrow container looked much like the wood of the
rain barrelsin elven homes—one perfect piece, except for the unadorned pewter cap.

“May | enter?’ he asked.

Magiere dmost dammed the door in hisface. Six dayswith Sgéile, most of it blindfolded, left her with
little patience, but she stepped back. He entered with arespectful nod and crouched near the pile of gifts.
“Before our ship left Ghoivne Ajhghe” he said, “ Brot’ an’ duive gave me thingsfor you, Léshil.”

Both Lees| and Chap narrowed their eyes at the master anmaglahk’ s name.

“| did not understand their purpose,” Sgéile went on, setting down the wooden tube, “until | saw what the
Chein’ésgaveto you.”

He tore open the paper bundle, exposing amatched set of long padded bars of leather.

Magiere was mildly curious. Before she could ask, Sgéile picked up one silvery winged punching bladein
the pile and then rolled one bar of padding over. Its backside was split cleanly down the center between
itsedge gtitching.

Sgdile spread the dit with histhumb and carefully did the back of the blade’ swing intoit. Therewasa
narrow ledge of metal aong thewing's back that Magiere hadn’t noticed before, and it did smoothly into
the leather. The padded bar settled perfectly along the back of the wing.

Magiere remembered the day Leesi| had bolted across the border at Soladran.

He d vicioudy assaulted Darmouth’ s forces hunting down peasants who fled for safety. When he
returned to the city, ablow from a sword had smashed one of his blade’ swingsinto hisforearm, leaving
him black and blue for days.

But with the padding, and those haf-hoop braces sprouting midpoint from the wings, these new blades
would be far more stable and sure on Lees|’ sforearms. Still, she knew he wouldn'’t touch them.
Magiere had no doubt who' d designed and requested those blades from the Chein’ &s. And who better
toimprove on Leesil’ sorigind blades than someonewho' d been killing dl hislong life?

Brot' an was up to something—again.

Before Lees| spit out hisrgection, Chap snarled and rose on dl fours. Head low, he growled at Sgéile,
and clacked hisjaws sharply as he barked twice for “no.”

“Stopit!” Wynn said.



Chap ignored her, closing on Sgéile, who froze at the dog' srage.

“Don’'t bother,” Lees| added. “1 prefer my own weapons.”

Sgéile stared at Lees| in bewilderment, asif he' d been insulted for no reason. He turned his eyes back on
Chap and asked, “Why?’

“Because those are Brot' an’ sdoing,” Wynn said tiredly.

“Shut up, Wynn!” Lees| growled.

Magiere grabbed hisarm, and Lees | turned his angry gaze on her.

“Brot’an’ stheonewho tricked Lees|,” Magiere explained, “into finishing hismisson to kill Darmouth.
And Leesl . . . doesn't want anything to do with him. Neither does Chap.”

“Do you not understand?’ Sgéile said and held up one silvery winged blade, turning it dowly intheair.
“No such thing has ever been made by the Burning Ones. . . only anmaglahk blades and rareitemsfor
elders and other honored ones. Brot’ &’ duivé may have requested L éshil’ s new blades— but that isall!
No one tells the Chein’ & what to make.”

Magiere wasn't sure she believed that, no matter that Sgéile did. But weapons were only tools, and these
new blades|ooked better than LeesiI’sown.

“They’re just weapons,” she said to him. “Y ou choose how to use them . . . nobody is going to make you
do anything.”

“Ah, s0 you're perfectly comfortable with your ‘ gifts’ areyou?’ he returned.

Magiere clenched her teeth. She wanted to smack him for turning things back on her—and because she
couldn’t think of away around his counter.

She twisted about, looking to the hiltless dagger and that thing Wynn caled atorc.

“The dagger needsahilt,” she said suddenly.

Sgdile looked down at the blade and then to Chap, waiting.

Chap shook himsdlf dl over. With onelast snarl, he circled avay around Wynn.

Sgéile let out a deep breath as he set down Leesil’ s new blade. He picked up the long dagger and, with a
nod to Magiere, turned and | ft.

“Happy now?’ Magiere asked Leesl.

He glared back at her. “Oh, I’'m overjoyed.”

“But what about this?” Wynn said. “ Sgéile brought something more for Leesl.”

Magiere glanced back to find Wynn had retrieved the wooden cylinder that Sgéile had |eft with the other
items. The sage popped the pewter cap and peered into the narrow tube, then she frowned, glancing
nervoudy at Leesl.

“Wdl?" Magiere asked.

With asigh, Wynn tilted the tube, and out did a narrow shaft of wood—a bare length of branch. And
Magiere recognized it immediately— the branch of Roise Charmune.

When Lees| had gone with Sgéileto the buria place of the an’ Créan ancestors, he’ d been given more
than anew name. Leafless and barkless—yet somehow dive—the dick, fine-grained dip of branch had
been needed to prove Magiere' sinnocence in the face of Most Aged Father’s clams againgt her. And
hereit was again.

Magiere heard LeesI’ s groan even before shelooked back to find him with hisface buried in his hands.
Sgéile closed the cabin door and paused in the hallway. Between Léshil and Chap' s deep hatred of

Brot’ an' duiveé and the rgiection of gifts he himsdlf could not fathom, hefdt at aloss. Magiere's
contentious nature had broken the stalemate, but the whole exchange had left him exhausted.

He stepped down the passage to the hatch stairs, and when he reached the deck, he headed for the
aftcagtle stairwell. As he passed under the lanterns hanging there, his gaze caught on the dagger glinting in
thelight. He noticed a crack down the blade' s center.

No, a seam.

It ran perfectly straight, ending well short of the tip and the cross-guard. Sgéile studied it more closdly.
The black-filled seam was so thin he could barely run afingernail dong it, and the char-colored materia
that filled it was as hard asthe blade itsdlf. Helifted it closer to hisface and caught awhiff of cinders—or
perhapsit was just the lingering smell of the hested cavern.



Sgéile headed onward for the one place a proper hilt could be made. When he reached the center of
three doorsin the ship’ s aft, he knocked gently uponiit.

“Enter . . . Sgéilshellleache,” adeep voice answvered from within.

Sgéile had not met the ship’s hkoada, yet the man called him by name. He grasped the latch, peering
around the door’ s edge.

Inside the ship’ s heart-room chamber was atall df dressed in plain canvastunic and breeches. His feet
were bare, and he stood beside the large bulge in the floor that was the root-tail of the vessd, thisliving
Pairvanean.

By the lantern’ s light, he gppeared gaunt but young. With his own hands, he massaged the root-tail’ s
base with fresh seawater. Sgéile smelled the strong aroma of herbal oil permesating the chamber.

“What do you need?’ the hkosda asked.

But Sgéile waslooking beyond him.

Below thesdewadls higher ledges, two long tanks stretched the full length of the heart-room. From
forewadl to the stern, their shorter walls flowed out of the floor, and each wasfilled with seawater. Within
those two contai ners, something moved beneath the water’ s surface.

Likethe ship’s own tawny root, yet ending in roundly pointed heads, their tails undulated and flexed,
making thetanks watersripple gently.

“You have ‘swimmers 7’ Sgéile asked, distracted from his purpose.

“Yes.” The hkaoada s soft smile faded. “I once served on amilitary Péirvanean and grew accustomed to
their company.”

Sgdile hesitated. Hkaedalived out their lives on the Péairvanean with which they bonded. If this one had
once served another vessdl, then he had suffered a great loss—no less than one suffered in the loss of a
lifemate, and not al survived such aloss. But Sgéile had never seen “ svimmers’ except on vessels
guarding the open waters of his people.

Perhaps they were an added blessing, but he hoped there would be no need of such on thisjourney.

“I would ask you to grow wood for ahilt,” he said, and held up the long dagger.

The hkoada' s melancholy faded. He stepped closer, bare feet dapping wetly across the floor, and took
the blade, raising one eyebrow dyly at Sgéile.

“Wadl ... thisisunusud.” Hissmirk only rankled Sgéle more. “Not atypica blade for an anmaglahk.”
Sgéile had never cared for the ingppropriate jovidity of hkosda

“Just the same,” he said shortly, “ pleasetreat it as such in preparation. And when the wood isfitted,
wrap it thoroughly in gut-hide, so thewood is not exposed.”

The hkaeda nodded and turned away. He placed ahand on the bulge in the floor, till shimmering wet
with seawater, and laid the blade atop the root-tal’ s center.

“We have something new to do,” he whispered to it, and then, seeing Sgéile il in the doorway, he
flipped ahand in dismissd. “ Off with you. We will let you know when your new toy isready.”

Sgéile shook his head as heleft. And perhaps he closed the door alittle too hard.

Thishad been avery, very long day.



CHAPTER NINE

Magiere sood on deck with her companions asthe crew loaded boxes and barrelsinto two skiffs. After
three days, their ship had reached its next layover.

The cargo grate was till open, and she looked down to see the hold was nearly empty. She turned back
to the wild coastline where one dock served a small settlement upon the rocky shore. Leesi| stepped up
beside her, and everything seemed peaceful.

But it wasn't. She could fed it.

The crew stole furtive glances at them. They were far too quiet, even considering the presence of humans
onther ship.

Sgéile, Osha, Chap, and Wynn joined Magiere a therail-wall.

“What' swrong?’ she asked quietly.

Wynn kept her eyes down.

“Last stop,” she whispered. “We have reached the end of an’ Créan waters. If not for us, the ship and
crew would turn back north for Ghoivne Ajhghe. Because of us, they cannot go home.”

Magiere didn’t doubt Wynn—as her explanation made sense—but sometimes the sage’ sinterpretations
weren't completely on the mark.

“Isthat true?’ she asked Sgéile.

Histhick hair hung loose today, blowing around hisfacein coarse, white-blond strands. The effect made
him look less proper and civilized. Before he answered, the hkomas closed on dl of them, speaking
short, clipped Elvish. Hisleathery skin looked rough next to Sgéil€'s, and the two conversed in careful
tones.

Chap stood near Wynn, watching them.

“What' sthisabout?’ Leesi| asked.

Sgdile glanced at him and then Magiere. “It istrue—we have completed the last stop. The hkomas
agreed to take you wherever you asked, but now he. . . requests a more specific destination. He has
sailed out of our waters afew times, but the southern coastlineis perilousfor his ship and crew.”

“Isthe weather more severe beyond your waters?” Wynn asked.

“No,” Sgaile answered dowly. “It isamatter of protecting thisvessd, asit isnot military.”

“S0 you have other ships guarding your people?’ Lees| suggested.

“We have vessdlswhich patrol,” Sgaile confirmed and returned his aitention to Magiere. “1 must tdll the
hkomas something. Willing or not, he expectsto know how far heisto go and where he leads his crew
and thisship.”

Helplessness made Magiere dmost as angry as did fear. She studied the hkomas, who stared back with
hard eyes. He looked about fifty in human years—which meant he was much older for an elf. He crossed
hissinewy armsin stiff chalenge, and for all Magiere sfrustration, she couldn’t blame him. She'd have
fdt thesamein hisplace.

“I don’t know,” shefinally answered. “1 wish | did. We need to keep heading south, until | get a sense of
when to stop.”

“That is not specific enough,” Sgéile countered.

“What about atimeframe?’ Lees| suggested. “ Ask the captain to carry us south for seven more days. If
Magiere hasn't found the right place by then, he can let us off, and we' |l go on foot. Either way, we' Il get
thereintheend.”

Hetouched Magiere’ sarm with aknowing nod. “And well before anyone dse”

Magiere only cared that they kept going but shouldn’t have felt so urgent. Her half-brother, Weltid,
couldn’t know where she was or that she had alead on what he was after. But sometimes she forgot
Lees|’sway of cutting cleanly to the quickest solution.

“Yes, tel the captain,” she said to Sgéile. “ Seeif he'll agreeto that.”

Sgéile conversed with the hkomas, but the man shook his head and snapped something back. They fell
into another sharp debate, and dl Magiere picked out was “ Aoishenis-Ahare.”

At those words, the hkomas wavered. He nodded curtly and walked off.



Magierewinced. “Y ou asked him in the name of Most Aged Father?’

“Y ou have your seven days,” Sgéile answered coldly.

Magiere was even more unsettled by this. Most Aged Father’ sinfluence could be dangerous.

Wl before midday, the skiffs returned from their last trip ashore, and the ship set sail, heading south.
Chane walked out of one hell to St and rot in another.

A few nights had passed since they’ d boarded, and the Y [ladon ship ran south at full sail. The vessd was
barely aslarge as a schooner, and its hull was made of double-thick planks overlapped upon each other.
It was reasonably swift, but he had learned little since the night they had boarded— when he was
ushered below deck with Welstiel and theferalsto their “accommodetions.”

Chane stood in the rocking ship’ s dank, dark, haf-filled hold.

Sabd crouched nearby, rocking on her haunches as she hummed atune Chane did not recognize. Her
eyes had turned glassy and logt again. All the monks were starving.

So far, the crew had been staying clear of the hold, athough upon boarding, both the captain and the
helmsman, Klétés, had studied Sabel the same way the captain had first eyed Welstid’ s globe of lights.
Chane expected the crew to attack at any time. Each dawn he fought off dormancy aslong as possible,
dtill gripping his sword when hefindly succumbed.

Upon rising tonight, Welstiel had gone off on his own, leaving Chane to watch over their tattered and
pathetic group. The two younger maes and the silver-haired one curled unmoving upon the hold' sfloor.
Sabel and the fierce curly-headed man crouched in place asif vaguely aware of their surroundings.

If Weldtiel intended to use these monksin acquiring histreasure, they needed to be fed tonight or risk
incapacitation—and Chane was't far behind. Should the crew move againgt them, even these mad
undead might not al survivethefight.

Chane held up ahand to Sabel as he headed for the door. “Wait here. | will return.”

The hold wasin the stern, but crew quarters were located near the bow. Leaving the hold and finding
himself alone, Chane crossed over to a port-side stairwell up to the deck. At itstop, he cracked the
squat door and waited.

He smdled life on deck. Each time he saw someone moving, he restrained himsdlf from lunging out. He
waited for the right sailor to come near, ignoring athin, middle-aged man and one less than twenty years
old. He could only risk taking one and needed someone large and hedlthy.

A portly sailor in arust-colored shirt and open vest turned around the mid mast, and as he strolled within
reach, Chane lashed out with one hand.

Hisfingers clamped across padded jowls and thick lips. He jerked the sailor into the stairwell. The sailor
bucked and thrashed.

Chane dammed hisfigt into the back of the man’s skull, sunning him limp. He dragged his prey hdfway
down the airs. A pulse still pounded just below the man’s stubbled jawline, and Chane could not hold
back any longer. He bit hard into the sailor’ sthroat, drinking in gulps.

He hardly even tasted the blood, and sagged in relief at life’ s heat filling him. Then he snapped his head
up asif someone had jerked a chain around his neck. He had taken enough to sustain himself, but oh
how he wanted more.

The man began to rouse, struggling weskly, and grunted beneath Chane' s hand.

If anyone heard and came to check, Chane might find himself quickly outnumbered.

He dragged the sailor dong the cross hall and down the passage to the hold' s lower door. He kept fierce
pressure on the man’ s mouth and throat, only |etting go long enough to flip the latch and shoulder the
door open. He did not notice the change in the hold until he had the sailor hafway inside.

All theferdswere on their feet or crouched in waiting. Wide eyesfixed on Chane' s prey, asif they knew
he was coming and what he brought.

Sabd began shaking. Between her parted lips, her canines had dready elongated. The curly-headed
monk sniffed through both his nose and open mouth asif he could taste the blood in the air.

“Quietly,” Chanewarned. “If you wish to survive.”

The curly-headed onerushed in.

Chane shoved the sailor forward, shut the door, and backed againgt it.



The sailor sprawled across the hold floor as the two younger monks rounded to both sides. The man
tried to shout but only managed a gurgling gag. He backhanded one ferd and reached for hiscutlass. The
curly-headed one dammed hisiron cudgel down on the sailor’ s head.

The sailor flopped limply, and the monks fell upon him, ripping into his skin and suckling his spilled blood
like dogs. Sabd wasthelast tojoinin.

She bit into the man’ s thigh, shredding canvas breechesto get at hisflesh. Her head lifted with a squed,
and the gray-haired male dammed his pam into her face, knocking her back. He dove for the wound she
had opened. Chane almost stepped in, but Sabel snarled at the elder monk and dashed his face with her
fingernails

Her attack launched afrenzy, and dl of them began fighting each other asthey tore the sailor gpart.
Chane began to panic.

A loud ripping of heavy cloth came from somewhere above on deck.

Chane heard men shouting wildly to each other, and then running feet as voices cadmed. Whatever had
happened above, it did not sound critical, and he was thankful for anything that might mask the raucous
soundsfilling the hold.

Heturned his head away, pressing an ear to the door to listen and hoping the feeding frenzy would not
last long. But insde him, the beast pulled on its chains and howled to join in the daughter.

The sallor had fdlen slent beneath the grunts and gibbering, the wet sucking, and the tearing of flesh.
When the noise finaly waned, Chane was panting—another succulent meal denied the beast insde of
him.

Helooked back and stared at . . . it.

One arm and an opposite leg were torn off at the sockets. The head was nearly severed, and only the
vertebrae hed it in place. A younger mae till sucked upon the raw half of ahand he' d bitten off. The
curly-haired one licked at the red-drenched floor.

Chane could barely believe the mess on the floor had been aman only moments ago.

Sabd lifted her smeared face from the thigh Ssump of the severed leg. Below colorless eyes, her amile
broadened, exposing crimson-coated teeth.

“Thank . ..,” she sammered a Chane. “ Thank.”

Chane clenched hisjaws againgt his churning hunger. He did not want their gratitude—only their
continued survivd, until Welstidl needed them.

All that Sabel had once been was lost. He had to accept that and try not to think of anything beyond this
moment.

“Cleanthisup,” he hissed at Sabdl, and gestured toward the dismembered body.

He circled round the feast’ s remains, searching for spare canvas to soak up the gore, and then spotted a
hatch high up in the hull wall. Climbing onto acrate, he pulled theiron dide bolt and pushed it open. Sea
wind hit hisface and cleared the aroma of blood from his head. When he looked back, Sabel wasthe
only one on her feet, watching him as the rest gnawed at the remains.

“Bring the pieces,” hetold her.

Chane dedt with what followed in cold fashion, from severing the head and remaining limbs to gutting and
dividing the torso with his sword so the pieces would fit through the small opening. Sabel hauled these up
to him as he returned to the high hatch. But when he reached down to her once more, shejust stood
there and cowered under hisgaze, asif he, like Westidl, had issued a command she could not fulfill. Then
she glanced back at the others.

The other monks were still sucking on their scavenged bits and pieces, like beggars at anoble’ s back
door when the meal’ s remains were tossed out. The older man’ s face was dashed from templeto chin
from Sabd’ sfingernalls.

Chane climbed down, closing on them.

“Dropit!” he ordered.

The old man merdy wrinkled hisnose.

Chane whipped his sword around and blade’ sflat sde thudded hard againgt the old one’ sback. The
elderly monk dropped his morsd and spun away, locking his eyes on Chane. All the feralsfroze in place.



“Stay down!” he hissed. “ And drop the pieces.”

As much as Chane had no wish for Welstid to walk in on this mess, his presence would have made this
far easer. The curly-headed monk inched forward a step. Chane siwung the sword tip directly in line with
hisface.

One by one, the ferdsrelinquished their morsals. Chane kept his eyes on them as he kicked the pieces
across the floor toward the hatch. He backed away, gathering the bits and throwing them out the hatch.
But the floor was hopeesdy soaked in blood.

Evenif he had away to drain water off after rinang it, the stain had already soaked into the wood. Inthe
end, he could only goad the feralsinto wiping it down with a spare tarp, and then he tried to cover it up.
The ordedl was over, and the monks looked more aert.

Chane longed to be away from here and from these mad creatures. Sabel peered at the older man’ sface
and the scratches she had made, and then looked to Chane.

“Hewill hed,” Chane said. “ Thelife he has consumed will do the work.” Sabel tilted her head with a
frown, and Chane did not know if she understood. A few strands of her wavy dark hair were glued to
the drying blood on her cheeks. She pointed to the older man.

“Jakeb.”

Chane paused, for it sounded like she recalled some part of the man’s name.

“Jakeb,” she repeated, and then pointed toward the curly-haired one. “ Sethe.”

She squinted at the younger pair of men, and twisted her head like an owl, huffing in frustration.
Chanefound the sight tragic.

He backed into the hold' sfar corner and douched upon a canvas-covered bulk.

Westid walked the deck, pretending to take the night air while carefully examining thelay of the ship.
Even the sailors not on duty were till up on deck and sat playing cards as they passed around aclay jug.
Clearly, they were unaccustomed to having passengers walking among them, and they stared a him
openly. Kléé&s and his captain watched from the ship’s stern.

Weddtid fdt reaively safe, though he knew it was temporary. And then this crew would get its own find
shock. He counted atota of only fourteen men, but they handled the ship with the relaxed efficiency of a
long-term crew.

He strolled casudly toward the bow and, with arapid flick of his hand, peeked under atarp covering
something large up on therail. Undernesth, he found a ballisla—a large mounted crossbow thet fired
guarrels heavier than afootman’ slance. He had aready spotted three other such covered bulks
positioned around the deck. The ship was armed for fighting.

A voice caled out above, and Westiel looked up. One sailor was watching him from acrow’ s nest. He
barely had timeto lower his gaze before Klétés was halfway to him.

“What you do?’ he demanded. “Y ou say stay below!”

“And we have,” Wegtid responded. “I did not count on the smell. | need air.”

“Deck not for passenger in night. Go below!”

Westid thought he heard amuffled cry beneath the deck’ s planks. Then aloud ripping sound pulled his
attention, and Kl&tés whirled about. A forward sail had torn loose above.

Its outer half cracked forward in the night wind, pulling on the rigging. The captain shouted, and Klatas
ran to the bow, caling out to the men scrambling upward.

Wedtid quickly retreated toward the aft hatch. Judging by the stench in the hold and other Sgns of weer,
this ship had been abroad for along while. And with so little cargo in the hold, he found this surprising.
Perhaps the captain and crew had not fared well in their scavenging, and they had too long stretched their
time away from safe port. Welstidl turned down the steps, but he hated halfway.

He smelled fresh blood—until agust of wind twisting down the open hatch swept it away. The odor had
been thin but unmistakable, more than alingering whiff from asalor’ sinjury.

Wedtid’ s anger flushed. What had that fool Chane done now? He descended, but stopped short and
looked toward the ship’ s bow.

The crew wastoo busy with theloose sail to notice him, and he might not get this chance again. He
needed to know what resources were available in case he was forced to take the ship. Locating



something to help him navigate these southern lands and waters would be most helpful—such asthe
captain’s charts.

Welstid climbed back up on deck. One sailor was nearly dapped from therigging by the whipping sall,
and the rest redoubled their efforts. Welstied dipped aong the rail toward the nearest forward hatch.
Twice he ducked aside for a hurrying deckhand, but al the others were too preoccupied in getting the
ship under control.

Heinched along until he fingered the hatch open and then dropped down the short, steep stepsto find the
captain’ssmall, cramped quarters—just abunk, atable, two chests, and a portholein aroom below the
ship’s prow.

His globe of flickering lights rested on the table, and Welstiel began searching through papersfor a
navigation rudder or amap. He found nothing, but was not surprised. The favored hunting grounds of

Y lladon crews never remained secret but were guarded as such for aslong as possible. It was not
uncommon for acrew member to buy favor and advancement on another ship with such information.
Wedtid found asmall drawer under the table' sedge. Insdeit, acracked leather journd lay atop
parchment scraps and worn-out quills. He could not read the entries, but he scanned for any
place-names of common stops to reference againgt those he might find on amap. It was the only way to
know how far abroad this ship was traveling, in case Magiere headed for a habitable port. He guessed
shewould journey far south before searching the heights, for the Blade Range separating the western
nations from the eastern coast was impassable. Welstidl briefly scanned the parchment scraps but found
nothing useful.

Where would the captain hide his maps and charts?

Wegtid paused, sharpening his hearing. The crew ill called to each other above deck, so he had time
|eft to look further for niches or cubbies— any hiding hole known only to the captain and helmsman. But
the walls sported no closets or shelves. He picked up the globe and crouched to peer benegath the bunk.
There was nothing of note, so he flipped open the unlocked chest and rifled its contents without success.
The second chest waslocked, and he could not bresk it without leaving evidence of hispassing. In
frustration, he returned the globe to the table and grabbed the door to pull it closed behind him.

He caught an odd shadow on the wal beyond the table, and swiveled abot.

The shadow looked like afaint warp in the wood. He stepped quietly around the table, but not so far as
to block the globe sflickering light. The shadow intengified, asif the aged planking flexed inward.

Such awesaknessin the hull would never be left unmended. When he ran ahand over it, hefound no
seams but those where the plank ends met squarely. He went al the way down before spotting asmall
square of wood in thefloor, flush againgt thewall’ s edge. When pressed, it gave dightly. Welstid stood
up and stepped on the square with his boot hed.

The square’ s outside edge sank down into the floor.

A piece of thefaintly warped wall tilted inward and lifted from the floor seam. Welstid shoved the panel
with hispam.

The pand tilted farther inward, but not al the way, and Welstiel inspected itslower edge. The pandl
rested in some cradle beyond the wall, for he saw heavy iron strips extending from under the foot plate to
under and beyond thewall. He pushed one side of the panel, diding it away and behind the surrounding
wall, and then grabbed the globe of lights. Crouched to step into opening, he straightened up as the globe
filled the hidden space with soft light.

To the opening' sright, iron bars partitioned half the space and broke the globe slight. Black shadow
stripes obscured what lay beyond them. But between them and the bars, light sparked in two pairs of
amber irisestoo large for any human.

Two even women were locked inside the hidden cell—one fully grown and the other no more than an
adolescent. They stared a him in silence. In spite of tangled hair and torn clothing, both were lovely and
dender, with their smooth tan skin, lithe bodies, and large amber eyes. Both were tied and gagged with
knotted cord.

Thiswaswhy the Y lladon had been so far north. Perhaps the captain indeed desperately needed to make
up losses. These two women, offered up in a 'Y lladon market, would each be worth far more than his



globe of lights. Such exatic “items’ would creete afrenzy of bidding.

He remembered mention among the men in the cove of need to replace their water. Had one of these
women managed to get |oose and contaminate the ship’ s supply?

And the prisoners had seen him here, nosing about.

How much would they think such information was worth in bargaining with their captors? It would do
them no good, but that would not stop them from trying.

Wedtid gritted histeeth. Killing these women would not serve him either, for their bodieswould be
discovered within aday.

Both women continued staring at him, examining his clothes, for he dressed digtinctly different from the

Y lladon. Could he use thisto his advantage? But he could not speak Elvish.

“Doyou. . . understand me?’ he whispered in Belaskian.

Neither responded, and he repeated himsdlf in Droevinkan.

The adult femae perked up.

Welstid focused hiswill, caling upon the latent talent that had grown in hisyears asaNoble Deed.
Staring into her eyes, he raised his voice above awhisper, and itslow thrum reinforced his words as clear
and truein the hearer’ smind.

“Not yet . . . when we near aplace closeto shore. . . | will comefor you.”

She blinked twice.

Had she understood? Did she comprehend enough Droevinkan for his suggestion to take root degpin
her mind? He repeated more dowly, word by word.

The young one craned her heed, turning frightened eyes upon her companion. The adult frowned and
blinked, and glared suspicioudy a him.

Helooked different from her captors, but was human nonetheless and not to be trusted. Then dowly, she
nodded.

Weldtid returned her nod with a soft smile and placed onefinger to hislips. He dipped out, diding the
wall panel back into itsfloor bracket. It took a moment to figure out how to close the portal fully, until he
redlized stepping on the floor’ swood square lifted the pand back into place. He placed the globe back
on the desk and stepped out of the captain’s quarters.

Hewas not clear of danger asyet.

Hopefully the adult female would keep her young companion quiet. He had heard tales of human ships
trying to round the northern peninsulainto elven waters, but in these stories, not one had ever returned.
The elves were savage in protecting their own. More than likely, he was not the only one who knew of
the two stolen women. Magiere came south at afast pace, and her vessal had its own purpose.
AsWedtid crept back dong the ship’srail toward the aft, and dipped down its steps, the smell of blood
rose around him again. His patience was dready taxed to itslimit.

What had Chane been up to now?



CHAPTER TEN
The moon rose as Chap paced the deck amid the sounds of wind and wave, but his thoughts drifted. He
had forsaken so much to protect Leesl and Magiere, yet now felt uncertain of the correct path—again.
How had the Chein’ as known of Magiere? What did they want from her in exchange for their giftsof a
dagger and what Wynn called a thor hk? Something beyond vengeance, most certainly. And in the great
scheme of things, what was the purpose for the artifact which Magiere sought?
She and Leesil only wished to finish thislast task and go home. With al Chap’s mortal heart, he wished
thismight be. But amid worry for them, something more nagged him tonight as he paced near the ship’s
raill-wall. Hefdt astrong sense of something out there, coming closer—like ahole in the world he could
not pinpoint.
Chap hopped upon astorage chest near the rail-wall and stared ahead into the dark.
Severd even crew memberswatched him curioudy. They found it unnatura for amgay-hi to willingly
leave its homeland. The young woman with the thick braid and oversized boots sudied him likea
mystery to be unlocked. But the crew’ s discomfort did not matter, and he watched only the sea.
“Chap, where are you?” Wynn cdled out.
He glanced back as she emerged from the hatch below the forecastle, dressed only in her white shift,
boots, and Chane' s old cloak. Chap sighed, concerned for her aswell.
Hiskin, the Fay, might sill want Wynn dead. Not only for her ability to hear and perceive their presence,
but aso because she knew they were up to more than just sending Chap as aguardian to Magiere. And
why did Wynn keep wearing that old cloak instead of her new coat?
Her preoccupation with Chane worried him—no, it was outright disturbing. He looked out acrossthe
rolling water rushing around the ship’ s prow and tensed, looking for . . . something.
“Thereyou are.” She scurried to hisside. “It isgetting late.”
Being treated as her charge—instead of the other way around—was annoying, but it till warmed him at
times. Normally, Wynn did not come on deck without Oshaor Sgéile. He was surprised to find her done
and knew he should take her back downgtairs. But that hollow in the world that he could not quitefind
began to make him ache. To makehimwant to . . . hunt?
Chap inched to the storage chest’ sfar end, but his sharp eyes saw nothing upon the ocean ahead.
“What iswrong?’ Wynn asked.
Chap hesitated. Something is out there.
Wynn put ahand on his head and did it down hisneck. “I do not see anything.”
You are only human.
“Only?’ she answered indignantly.
A wink of light rose ahead in the dark.
Chap reared up with hisforepaws perched on therail-wall.
“Vessd ahead!” someone shouted from up in therigging.
Chap dready saw it. The distant wink came again, catching upon sails, and the hackles on his neck
diffened.
Chane sat upon an old canvas tarp spread over the stained floor. He had propped open the hatch, but
the hold still reeked of blood. All was quiet above on deck.
Wedtid steppedin, glaring a him.
Chane climbed to hisfeet, haf-hoping We stid would make some self-righteous demand for an
explanation. Hewas sick of this existence and spoiling for confrontation.
Weldtie turned his eyes on each monk, one by one.
Theferdswere markedly better off than when Welstid had |eft—more aware and curious about thelr
surroundings. The one Sabd had called “ Jakeh” was especidly improved. His face had nearly hedled of
her scratches, and he studied Welstiel calmly. Sethé was dso less agitated.
Y et all the monks were smeared or splattered with blood.
But Welstid said nothing.
He crossed to a bare space bel ow the open hatch, dropped to the floor, and immediately pulled out the



brass dish to scry for Magiere. Perhaps he was relieved that Chane had taken care of feeding theferals.
Or hewasjust lost in his own obsesson yet again.

Either way, Chane did not care.

A loud call from above vibrated through the hold' s ceiling. Welstid looked up, having barely nicked his
stubbed finger, and only one drop of black fluid had fallen onto the plate.

“What isit?’ Chane asked.

“Something about aship .. . . ,” Welstid began, but his gaze dropped to the brass plate.

Welstie spun up to hisfeet and rushed back out of the hold. As his pounding footfalsfilled the outer
passage, Chane glanced down at the brass plate.

The one droplet of Welstiel’ s black fluids bulged at the center of its domed back, and the droplet had not
moved a dl.

Chane bolted after Weldtidl.

Magiere' s ship was nearly on top of theirs.

Weltid burst onto deck and looked up to see theloose sail secured. Chane came out behind him,
searching about in confusion.

“Whereisit?’ Chanerasped. “Do you see the other ship?’

Welgtiel spun toward the ship’ s ft.

Both the captain and Klétas stood beyond the helm, exchanging quick, sharp words. He looked past
them, senseswidening, and caught sight of distant sails shimmering in the moonlight. Chane had followed,
and Weldtid grabbed him roughly by his shirt.

“We must drive Magiere to ground!”

Chane scowled, but his gaze fixed into the distance behind their vessdl.

“How?’ he hissed.

“Wesnk her ship.”

“No!” Chane spit back, swatting off Welstid’ sgrip. “Wynnison board!”

“We must get them back on land,” Welstiel ingsted. “It isthe only way we can follow them now. They
will havetimeto abandon ship . . . including your little sage!”

He strode for the stern before Chane could argue.

Klatés saw him coming and shouted, “Go down in hold!”

The captain began caling to hismen, and the tall, helmed man’ s voice was tinged with fear. He walked
past Klatés toward the bow. Welstiel ignored the helmsman’ s order and followed the captain from a
short distance with Chane close behind.

Y lladon sailors rushed about at the captain’s orders. Two raced aft and uncovered the stern balista. One
by one, dl the deck lamps were doused. Darkness enveloped the ship as Kléatas suddenly threw his
weight into turning thewhed!.

Welgtiel grabbed therail asthe vessd listed sharply, turning from the shore for the open sea. Men inthe
rigging worked madly to raise more sals.

“He srunning,” Chane said, watching the captain clinging to arigging line at the ship'sside.
“Obvioudy!” Weldtid returned, and then thought of what the captain had locked in his quarters. “We will
changehismind!”

He ignored the captain standing midship and headed back to the helm.

“Get bdlow!” Kléaasydled, dill clinging to thewhed.

“Y ou cannot outrun that ship,” Welstidl said inalow voice.

The helmsman it a hisfeet, eyes on the ship’sarcing course. “What you know of it?’

“I know it iselven,” Welstid answered, inching closer. “And | saw what your captain haslocked in his
quarters. That ship will never siop coming for you—and the two women you have taken. It isfaster than
your vessd, and your only chanceisto turn and fight.”

Klatés shook his head but did not respond. It was clear the captain feared pursuit, as did the helmsman.
Klatés spit out a stream of words that Welstiel could not follow, but he spun about at the sound of
running footsteps.

The captain closed on him, his heavy shortsword in hand. Chane drew hislongsword at the sight.



“Tdl him that he must turn and fight!” Welstid shouted at the helmsman.

Another sailor grabbed the whed asKléatas et go, ill speaking loudly to his superior. The captain
dowed, listening, then eyed Welstidl as he barked a short phrase.

“If isbattle vessdl, we not can fight,” Klétas said to Welstidl. “ Their ship keegp going fast . . . even
crippled and sails down. Something under waves can break our hull, sink us.”

An dven battle vessd? Welstid had never heard of such, and the idea of something benesth the water
that could sink its enemies sounded like nonsense.

“Load your bdlistae with burning quarrels,” he said. “ Set fireto the sails, and its crew will abandon ship.
But you must come about. If we charge, we have the eement of surprise.”

Klatés shifted anxious eyestoward his captain. Thefact that he was even trying to convince his
superior—on the word of aforelgner—meant he feared they could not escape. The captain snarled
back, grabbed Klétés by the hair, and shoved him away.

“Hesay werun,” Klatas answered. “ Even under full moon, we maybe lose them in dark.”

Persuasion was not working. Welstiel spoke calmly to Chane in Belaskian but kept his eyes on the
hedmsman.

“Kill the cgptain . . . and show them what you are.”

The captain barked aquestion at Klétés, stepping toward the smaller man.

In the same ingant, Chane thrust out with hislongsword.

The Startled captain tried to raise his shortsword in defense, but Chane's sword was already embedded
through the side of hisleather armor. The shortsword clanged against Chane' s stedl anyway. Theimpact
jarred the longsword, twisting it in the captain’ sribs. He buckled to his knees.

Thefight should have been over, but Kl&t&s reached for his saber. Welstiel pulled his sword before the
helmsman could draw his and grabbed K|étés by the throat. He heard Chan€e s hiss grating like some
enraged reptile.

The captain wrapped his thick hand around Chane' s embedded blade.

The crewman at the helm abandoned hispost to rushiin.

“Moveand you die,” Welstid growled in Kl&t&s s ear, and lashed out his sword.

Thetip clipped the rushing crewman and tore through the side of hisface. The man twisted away,
screaming as he tumbled to the deck.

Chane opened his mouth, exposing jagged, €l ongated teeth.

The captain tried to raise his shortsword again. Blood ran dong Chane sbladein hisside, either from the
wound or from hisfree hand gripping the sharp sted. Chane lifted one booted foot.

He stomped down on the captain’s forearm, just above the man’ sgrip.

The captain’ sfingers sheared off on the longsword' s edge. He dropped his shortsword with aguttural
cry.

Klatés bucked in Wedgtid’ s grip.

“Tell your men to stay back or they die!” Welstiel shouted. He dropped his sword to grip KI&tés s hair.
“Tel themnow . .. or | saveyoufor lagt.”

Chane dammed his jaws closed on the captain’ sthroat. He thrashed his head like awild dog ripping prey
initsteeth. Dark blood splattered across the deck, and flecks of it struck Kl&tés s face and chest.

Cries of hunger and desperation rose from somewherein the belly of the ship.

Chane dropped the captain’s limp body in the red pool spreading on the deck. He spit out torn flesh and
turned glittering eyes upon the closing crew.

Weldtiel focused hismind on hisferadsbelow.

“Come!l” he shouted. “Come to me now!”

Screams of releasefilled the ship’shull asKlétas cried out to his men.

Wynn spotted a point of light on the sea as the elven steersman called for his hkomas. But she could not
see aship. Thelight vanished as the hkomas came at ajog. He glanced at Wynn standing on deck in her
shift—without Osha or Sgéile—and stopped below the aftcastle.

“I have lost Sght of it,” the steersman cdled, releasing the whed to a crew member beside him. He came
down to the deck and pointed. “ It was there, ahead of us.”



Chap began to growl.

“What isit?” Wynn asked.

He only huffed and rumbled.

“Go below!” the hkomas shouted &t her.

"I will not! Look at him.” She gestured to Chap. “ Something is very wrong.”

“Wynn—where are you?’ Oshaemerged below the forecastle, holding his gray-green cloak closed
againg thewind.

“Here,” she answered, then turned quickly back to Chap. “Tel me what you see!”

Chap’ s growl deepened, but he would not look away from the ocean.

The steersman grabbed the back of Wynn's cloak. “Do asyou' re ordered!”

Oshareached Wynn' s side and snatched the man’ swrist. He shook his head dowly until the steersman
released hisgrip.

“What iswrong?’ Osha asked.

“An unknown ship ahead,” Wynn answered, “and it is making Chap unesasy.”

Oshaleaned over therail-wall, following Chap’ sgaze. “I see nothing.”

“It vanished in the dark, but it must be there”

“Ship ahead!” someone called from up the front mast. “Human sailsin moonlight, turning seaward.”
“Human?’ the hkomas repeated.

“Could it bethe one?’ the steersman asked.

“Ylladon!” the voice above cried out. “Itis Y lladon!”

Oshaglanced upward once, his expression confused. “Y ou are seeking aship?’ he demanded.

“At our last stop, we heard of araid on alower coastal enclave,” the hkomas answered, and the
steersman rushed for the aftcastle as the hkomas called out, “ All crew on deck! Full saill—and tell
Alhkasge to rouse the ship!”

Wynn turned to Osha at thisnew name. “Whois. . . Closing-Stone. . . and why must he wake up the
ship?’

“Heisour vessd’ s hkaada,” Osha said quickly. “ Even adegp the ship kegps swimming, but the hkomas
now wishesfor more haste. Y ou should go below.”

“Chap, comeon,” Wynn said.

The dog remained poised. Wynn grasped Chap’ s shoulders, and he growled at her without turning.
The stairwell’ s hatch shattered outward, and feral monks poured onto the deck.

Chane knew he was trapped.

Somewhere behind them, Wynn was on that other ship.

He had followed Welgtid’ s every demand. If not, Welstiel would have been overrun by the crew, leaving
Chane aone amid marauders and a pack of feraswith no master. And killing the Y lladon captain had
meade his head swim with euphoria.

Hetried to clear hismind as scattered sailors grabbed for wegpons to fend off the monks. Welstid till
gripped the hadmsman, but hisface. . .

His colorless eyes glowed in his pae white features. Hislips pushed apart around elongeting teeth.
Chane had never seen Welstie in full vampiric state. Perhaps the man had fallen so far over sanity’ sedge
that his aristocratic veneer had cracked completely. The sight ate a Chane, until al he wanted was
another warm body to tear gpart. And someone kept squeding behind him.

He snapped his head to the Side, glaring over his shoulder.

The sailor Welstiel had dashed rolled on the deck, clutching his face with blood dripping between his
fingers. Chane jerked his sword from the captain’s corpse and skewered the crewman through the heart.
Themanfdl slent and limp.

Half of the crew had recovered from their initia horror and were now facing down the monks. Ferds
worked their way around the sailorsto cluster near Welstidl.

Sabd looked to Chane, sniffing the air, and then her gaze found the pool of blood around the captain’s
corpse. Chane backed against the starboard rail.

Could Welgtie control hischildren cut |loose among the living?



“Tell your men to get back into therigging!” Welstid hissed into Klat&s sear. “You turn thisship back . .
. or you'll be bloodless before your body hits the deck.”

“They not dothis,” the helmsman choked, “ not charge even ship!”

“Look around! Who do they fear more. . . the elves or us?’

Wedtid fdt the hdmsman’s pulse under his hand and heard its pounding rhythm in hisown ears. The
hunger it brought made him sick inside— because he wanted to feed.

The crew stayed beyond the reach of the hissing, sniffing feras, but their faces were tense asthey
clenched their wegpons. Kl&ésfinally shouted at them.

Two shook their heads, and onelost al color in hisface.

Wedtid shoved the hdmsman into the whed!.

Klatés caught himself on aspindled handle, but he glanced down in horror at his captain’sbody. He
began shouting again at the crew, but not one of them moved.

Welstiel needed at least Six of them, morelikely ten, enough to man the ballistae and at least keep the
ship on course onceit turned.

“Feed!” he snarled.

All fiveferals rushed the crew with wild cries of release. Only two crewmen stood their ground asthe
others scattered.

Weddtid retrieved his sword. “ Turn north, ong the coast . . . while some of your men are il dive.”
Klatas threw hisweight into the whed, cranking it hard. “ Stop your beasts!”

Wegtid grabbed the siderail asthe ship listed sharply and looked out across the deck.

The two sailorswho had stood their ground were already dead, hidden beneath growling and tearing
ferals. Their feast was broken astheir bodies did aong the deck’ stilt. Stumbling monks turned frenzied
aseach tried to close on the bodiesfirst.

Welstid counted off crewmen within sight. Four or five more were not to be seen—likely in hiding—and
the rest had fled into the rigging.

“Halt!” Welstied shouted in Stravinan.

Asthe deck leveled and the ship’s prow swung north, he stepped out among his cowering minions.
Again, the curly-haired man was last to back away from the torn bodies, his neck and forearms ridged
with straining muscle. He il clutched at the deck, reaching for the nearest daughtered crewman.
Weddtie raised hisface to the ship’ s heights and the crewmen clinging to the rigging. Klétés shouted a
them, and they scrambled to their duties.

Only moments had passed, and Welstid remembered his companion. He turned to find Chane standing
atherall.

“Go forward and below,” Weldtid said, “to the captain’ s quarters. But first check hisbody for keys.
Behind the tablein there, you will find aloose pand in thewal. Break it in and bring me the prisoners you
findingdethewadl.”

Chane' s eyes narrowed, but he silently searched the captain’ s corpse. He stood up with a soft chitter of
keys and dipped away toward the bow.

Someone shouted from the rigging, and KI&tas craned his head to search the night ahead.

“What isit?” Weldtidl asked.

“Thedf ship...comefast...weare seen!”

Welstiel |ooked out past the prow. “Put men on the balistae. Now!”

Lees| roused from half-deep as Magiere thrashed against him. Sherolled toward the narrow bunk’s
edge, and hetried to grab for her, but she dipped over to the floor.

“Magiere?’

He pushed up onto one ebow, trying to come fully awake in thedim light.

Magiere crouched on dl fours. Both of them were fully clothed, since they had to share a cabin with
Wynn and Chap. Amber light glinted in her black hair hanging around her face—and she was panting.
Had she been dreaming again? Perhaps another nightmare?

“What'swrong?’ he asked.

He clutched blindly for the lantern or whatever light Wynn had forgotten to put out, but he couldn’'t get a



griponit.

“Leedl ... 7" Magierewhispered, and started to lift her head.

With afrustrated grunt, Lees| sat up and reached out. The light didn’t come from alantern.

At the head of the long bunk ledge, he saw the topaz amulet Magiere had given him. It glowed softly.
Lees| sucked in aharsh breath and looked at Magiere.

Y dlow light exposed her pale features through the tendrils of her hair. Her irises were blacker than the
room’ s shadows.

An egriewall rang out from somewherein the ship.

“Chap?’ Lees| said, but Chap wasn't in the room—and neither was Wynn. “ Oh, dead deities!”
Magiere scrambled up, snatched her fachion, and jerked open the cabin door.

“Where arethey?’ Lees | growled. “And how could an undead get on board?’

She didn’'t answer and ran out as he snatched up the amulet and pulled itsloop over his head. He
grabbed one of hiswinged blades, but with no time to strap it on, he threw aside the sheath and raced
out.

Running, he caught up to Magiere as she dammed the hatch door with her pam. Itslatch shattered, and
they both burst onto the deck at the ship’s seaward side.

The crew raced about purposefully. Severa of them strung longbows and shouldered quivers. But L ees|
saw no sgn of aconflict or fight.

“Wynn?" he shouted, and then spotted her before his call faded.

She ran toward him with Osha close behind as they rounded the cargo grate. She skidded to a stop
before the shore-side forward hatch.

“Leedl ... Magiere?| was coming for you.” Wynn whirled, pointing ahead. “Undead . . . another ship
ahead . . . Chap sensed undead and ran up the forecastle!”

Magiere legped to the cargo grate’ s edge, running past Wynn, and Leesi| heard Chap cut |oose another
shuddering howl. Severa even crew members cast frightened glances toward the bow as the sound
Spread over the deck.

Lees| started to follow but stopped short when Sgéile appeared from the other forward hatch. He was
struggling to pull on histunic. All around, crew scrambled as the hkomas shouted over Chap’ s howils.
Sgéiletwisted about in the commotion, pausing to listen to elven voices. He grabbed for Leesl ashe
stepped in beside Osha.

“The ship will need awide berth,” he said. “The hkomas will head seaward to bypass the other vessd.
Beready to assst as needed.”

“No,” Wynn said quickly. “The other ship turned out to sea. We are closing for alook.”

“What?" Sgéle asked in open surprise. “If itis Ylladon, that isfolly! Thisisnot afighting vessd.”

Chap’ s howls waned, and Leesi| stepped back to peer up into the forecastle. The dog hung upon the
forward rail-wdl with Magiere.

“Show me!” she growled, her voice nearly lost in the noise on deck.

Chap stretched his head out asfar as he could. Magiere leaned over the dog to follow his sightline.
“What isthat?’ Sgéile whispered.

Lees| glanced a him in confusion and found both Oshaand Sgéile staring a him. No, rather, at his chest.
Helooked down once to the soft yellow glow of the amulet.

“Magieregaveittome” hesaid, frustrated by the distraction. “It glows when we' re near an undead.”
“That iswhy Chap ishowling,” Wynn added urgently. “Hewantsto hunt . . . because he sensesan
undead. And it ison that other ship!”

Spéleexhded shaply, asif overwhemed.

Two pairs of even sailors thumped up the aft hatchway. One set carried atal, sout wooden stand, while
the other hauled along heavier bulk wrapped in canvas. They trotted a ong the seaward rail-wal and up
onto the aftcastle,

One pair set the stand on the aftcastle’ s seaward side, and the second pair mounted the canvas bulk on
top. When they ripped off the covering, thefirst two lifted abroad steel bow, and then locked it down
across the mounted stock of aballista.



Two more crewmen ran past Leesi| for the forecastle and its shoreward side.

“It appears the hkomas made extra preparations for thisjourney,” Sgéile said and glanced to Osha.
“There are dso svimmersin the heart-room.”

Osha slong face went dack as he looked toward the stern.

Before Lees | asked what this meant, both anmaglahk headed up the forecastle stairs. Leesi| grabbed
Wynn'ssmall hand to follow.

Magiere and Chap till hung upon the bow, peering intently out to sea. Chap ceased howling but fidgeted
anxioudy, and Magiere siriseswere so fully black it was hard to tell if they were focused on anything in
the dark. But when Leesi| looked ahead, his own gaze locked on the ship.

He' d assumed the other ship was still agood distance off, but its square sails clearly caught the
moonlight. The vessdl aimed a course to pass on the elven ship’s seaward sSde—then it veered.

Wynn's hand tightened on LeesI’ sfingers. “ They are coming straight at usl”

Chane hauled the two bound & ven women onto the deck by their hand shackles. The adult onewas as
tall ashimsef, though her dender build seemed asfragile as her younger companion. Neither had
struggled when he pulled them from the hidden cell, but both jerked back asthey emerged on the dark
deck.

Even without light, they saw the fera monks hovering about. The bodies of the two daughtered sailors
were gone, but the curly-haired fera licked at the blood running upon the deck. The younger df’ svoice
filled with breathy panic as she said something to the elder.

Chan€e sanxiety for Wynn began to grow.

Sailors prepared balistae under the watchful eyes of the hungry ferds. Men pulled off tarps and cocked
back cable strings with cranks on the heavy weapons stocks. Each ballista swiveled upon atal stand
mounted to the deck and all pointed forward aong the ship’s course. Quarrelsthe length of Chane's
body were did into place, their long steel heads wrapped in oil-soaked cloth.

Two more sailors came from below, carrying buckets of glowing cods.

“Keep those covered until we are ready to fire,” Welstid called, and Klétés echoed his command to the
crew.

Welstid trotted along the deck, weaving between the crew and his crouching feras. He grabbed the
shackles of the adult female out of Chane sgrip.

“Bring the other,” he ordered and passed by.

“Thisistoo risky!” Chane hissed, holding his ground with his own captive. “What if Wynn—or your
precious Magiere—is hit by aburning sall asit falls?’

Welgtiel ignored him and shoved his captive toward the prow. He turned and called out to the helmsman,
“How soon can wefire?’

Chaneturned aswell.

The captain’s body was gone, likely thrown overboard, and Klétés held the whed tightly in both hands.
Hisface was asrigid and white as his knuckles.

“When closer,” the helmsman shouted back. “Wefirgt fire at deck side. Cause fear and running. Keep
elvesbusy and dowed.”

“No!” Chane shouted. “Y ou might kill anyone on that sde of the ship.”

Again, both Welstid and the helmsman ignored him, and Chane charged after Welstid, dragging his
young captive.

Welstid removed his captive' s lower shackles and tied arope end around her ankles. She struggled only
at the last, until he grabbed her by the throat. Welstiel shoved, and the woman toppled over theside. The
younger onein Chane sgrip cried out in horror.

“What are you doing?’ he snarled.

Wegtie held the rope pulled taut in his hands, and Chane peered over the ship’s ide. The elven woman
dangled upside down, hafway above the dark water rushing past the hull.

“Taketherope,” Welstiel ordered. “Now!”

Chane grabbed it with hisfree hand, and Welstid whirled and dapped the smaler femae across her
temple.



Shefdl, and Chane released her manaclesto keep control of the rope. The young one hitthedeck ina
half-conscious flop, eyesralling. Chane was more concerned with whatever Welstid had planned and
tied the rope off on the bow’ srail. Welstiel grabbed a dangling lantern from its hook and handed it to
him.

“When | tell you, open its shutter and hang it over the Side, so dl can see the woman dangling there. We
need an instant of shock on that elven ship to give us an advantage. When | give the order, cut the rope.”
Chane suddenly understood, but it gave him no ease regarding Wynn's safety.

“Watch the hem,” Welstiel ordered, and then closed hiseyes.

He sank cross-legged in the bow and wrapped hisleft hand over hisright, closing it tightly upon thering
on hisright middle finger. He began thrumming a soft chant.

Chane crouched behind therail, feding lost as he clutched the lantern and rope.

Wedtid focused hiswill upon thering.

Klat&s had implied that they would need to be close for the ballistag’ s quarrel sto succeed. This meant
bringing himsdlf and hisfollowers very near Magiere and Chap. With so many undead aboard, their
collective presence would not escape either of those two's heightened awareness.

Thering's power hid Welstiel and those he “touched” from anything but mundane senses, but now he
required more from it. Once before, he had expanded its influence to smother Ubéd' s spirit-sight, asthe
old one held Magiere captive. Now he had to hide any undead’ s presence on this vessel from Chap and
Magiere' sunnatural avarenessfor aslong aspossible.

He chanted quietly and felt the ring’ s sphere of influence twinge through his flesh—spreading, growing,
and enveloping the whole ship.

Chanefdt agtrangetingle pass over him, asif his skin had gone numb for an instant.

He had no ideawhat Welstidl was doing. His thoughts wrestled for away out of this Situation before
Wynn was placed in danger again. If the hedmsman ordered ashot at the deck, Wynn might be
killed—unless the even captain had ordered al passengers below. And then she might be trapped once
the ship began to burn.

Welstid sat with eyes closed, hands clenched together, and ahum in his throat—and a cold notion
entered Chan€e' s panicked thoughts.

All he need do was draw his sword and cleave off Welstid’ s head. The unleashed ferds would ravage
the ship, and Chane might jump overboard amid the chaos.

But what if some of the sailors managed to survive? What if the elves attacked, seeing one of their own
dangling from the ship’srail? What if the ferds panicked and fled amid the fire and quarrels, asthe

Y lladon crew responded in defense?

And no matter what, Wynn was till trapped inthe middle.

Weddid’sinterest in keeping Magiere dive, forcing her aground, meant giving the even crew timeto
abandon ship—and Wynn dong with them.

The haf-conscious young df lying on the deck moaned softly.

Chane held his place, ready to open the lantern.

Magierelocked her eyes on the approaching vessd, its moonlit sailsbright in her night Sight. It came
draight at her, but not quickly enough, and the hunger burning in her belly began to riseinto her throat.
Someone shouted, and amid that string of Elvish, Magiere heard Sgéile€ slonger even name.

“The hkomas orders us below,” he said. “1 do not think that wise, but we should |leave the forecastle, so
the crew may function fredy.”

Magiere glanced back and saw the hkomas standing near the aftcastle€' s steps. When her gaze locked
with his, he went gill as he sudied her. His head cocked suspicioudy.

“Magiere. . .,” Leesl| began, and then stopped as Sgéile sighed in resignation.

Magiere' s awareness of them was smothered beneath hunger and the memories of afachion in her hand
and headless corpses at her fest, their black fluids running from her blade.

She had fdt this before—but never so strongly. Whatever was coming on that ship, it overwhelmed her
and nearly severed her self-control. But the need to hunt was awelcome relief against the pull to go south
that plagued her.



She could daughter what was on that vessal without holding back. She wanted—needed—that release.
Her fingernails began to harden, and her teeth ached asthey pressed her clenched jaws apart. Shetried
to force it down, keep it suppressed and hidden until she needed it.

And her hunger suddenly vanished.

Magiere teetered, suddenly faint at itsloss.

Chap shifted franticdly with apained yelp.

“What?" Lees| sngpped.

The soft light around Magiere vanished, and she looked to the topaz amulet hanging upon Leesl’s chest.
The stone was dead and lifeless.

Magiere s ssomach turned and shriveled at the loss of promised release as she stared back at the
oncoming ves.

Chap'’ sforeclaws ground upon the rail-wall as he strained to peer more closely at the ship. He had felt
the undead—as certain of their presence as of his own bregth.

Where had they gone?

Though the ship gtill came at them, he sensed nothing upon it. Thiswas not possible. He had not been
wrong.

But the same thing had happened to him once before, in the streets of Venjéetz. He had been running
down an undead with Magiere and Leesil, and then his prey suddenly vanished—just like now.

Chap snarled in frugtration, and Magiere dammed both her hands on therail.

“No,” shewhispered, her voice pained. “No. .. no. .. no!”

Chap dipped into her thoughts and saw her risng memories of hunting . . . memorieswith far too much
longing, closeto lust. Someone shouted in Elvish from therigging.

“It veersagan!”

Light flashed on the waters ahead.

Chap dipped from Magiere' smind as he saw the oncoming ship. Its prow aimed to pass close on the
elven vessel’ s seaward side. The light came from one bright spot near its bow.

“What isthat?" asked Leesil, pointing out over therall.

Chap'seyesadjusted and hesaw . . . her.

An open lantern illuminated atdl € ven woman dangling inverted over the other ship’snear Side. A rope
cinched around her ankles suspended her with long hanging hair trailing in the rushing water. Half the
elven crew ran to the seaward side as the other vessel began to pass.

“Hard to starboard!” the hkomas shouted. “ Do not let them round our stern!”

Chap bolted around the seaward ballistaand its crew to stand at the forecastle' s stairs. Below on the
deck, severd dves began uncoiling rope with grappling hooks. Magiere passed him by, legping down to
the deck as shetried to keep the passing ship in her sightline. Sgéile moved to follow, but Leesi| grabbed
hisarm.

“No, they're baiting you! They want you to rushin!”

The ships drew 0 close that Chap heard a voice shouting upon the other vessel. Sgéile jerked free of
Leesl’'sgrip.

“They have one of our people!” Sgéile shouted. “We do not abandon our own.”

Chap’ s awareness suddenly sharpened—asif he were surrounded by undead.

All the voices around him muted in his ears. He shook ingde with the need to hunt. Before he could
search for the source of hisreturned drive, the rope on the other vessel’ s prow went dack.

The elven woman fell into the sea.and vanished beneath the water.

Chap barely heard Sgéile sanguished cry.

Firearced into the night from the Ylladon ship, rising in trgectories toward the elven vessel’ s salls.
Magierelunged for the deck’ srail, shoving elves out of her way.

Asthefirg burning shaft hit, panic flooded Chap’smind.

All he could do was howl, as he searched franticdly for his charges—and some meansto get them out of
harm’ sway.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Magiere rushed therail-wall, bile risng from her somach and burning her throat. She bardly saw the
elven woman strike the water; al her senses were focused upon the presence of undead. Someone
behind her cried out in anguish, and Sgéile appeared beside her.

She had to jump, swim, do whatever it took to reach that other ship. She had to hunt.

Chap’'s how! rose above the commotion, and avolley of fire arced in the night sky from the other ship.
Magiere srage burned hotter at the sight, and she lifted oneleg over therail-wall.

Something snagged her breeches|eg and heaved. Her grounded foot did, and her back dammed flat on
the deck. Sherolled over wildly, and there was Chap with hisearslaid back, blocking her way to the
rail-wal. Sgélelooked down at her, his expression unreadable. Someone shouted in Elvish, and helifted
his gaze up and past her.

Thevoice was vagudy familiar. Wasit Osha?

Sgéilelocked eyeswith Magiere for a breath, and then he dove over the Sde, vanishing from sight.
Magiere lunged up to follow him, to reach that ship.. . .

Chap charged dtraight at her, sngpping and snarling. He was one with her, dikein the hunt, yet he turned
on her? Magiere snarled back at him.

The sky aboveignited with fireand light.

Magiere flinched, shielding her tearing eyes as she raised them. A long meta spear with aflaming head
did down the mainsail, leaving aburning trail initswake. It dammed point first into the deck.

A cracking impact shuddered through the deck, and Magierelost her footing, buckling to one knee.

Y dlow light burned her eyes asfire scattered from the spear’ s head. She threw herself toward the &ft,
rolling away, but when she came up, her rage vanished.

Chap bolted the other way, toward the forecastle. He dodged droplets of flaming ail faling like burning
ran.

Magieretried to scream his name, but it didn’t come clearly through her elongated teeth.

He arced around to the ship’s shoreward side, but with the fire spreading on the deck between them,
Magierewasn't certain if he' d been burned. Shetook a breath and coughed as smoke filled her lungs.
What was happening? Where were Lees| and Wynn?

The hkomas shouted loudly over the din. Magiere snapped her head up at the crack of the forward elven
balista. A thrum of bowstrings sounded al around her asaflight of arrows arced toward the other
vess.

Weldtid pulled himsdlf up therail of the Y lladon ship, worn and drained from widening theinfluence of his
ring. He had barely spread its reach long enough to get close to the e ven vessel. When thefirst volley of
burning ballista spears |aunched, his concentration had snapped, but now it did not matter.

Magiere had more to concentrate on than the presence of undeads.

Two burning lances cut dong the shimmering dven sails, ingantly spreading fire. The third went long, and
itslight snuffed in the sea. A fourth hit the hull at the waterline and fizzled out, but it remained embedded.
Welgtid fatered.

Had he gone too far? Had he put Magiere in too much danger, or could she il get clear and makeit to
shore?

A loud double crack rang out from the other ship.

Weddtid saw two heavy spears with long heads arcing straight toward his vessdl. He dashed aong the
deck but only made midship before one hit—and Kl&téas screamed.

The balista spear dammed through the whedl, and the helmsman vanished amid shattering wood.
Welstiedl skidded to halt and looked back to the prow.

The younger dven femaetried to push hersalf up, staring dumbly about. Sailors at the balistae
abandoned their gtations, running for cover. Two leaped over the seaward rail and disappeared. And
then Chane raced past Welstiel toward the stern.

What wasthat fool doing now?

Chane was dmogt to the aft when another ballista spear struck. It shattered the rail two steps behind him.



He ssumbled and fell, diding along the deck amid scattering wood shards. The feras went mad,
screaming as they raced wildly about.

Onepair of Ylladon crewmen kept their wits and fired the shoreward ballistae again. Another blaze of
fire arced toward the el ven ship. Then the pair crouched and took up oil-filled glass balls on long leather
cords.

Westid had not noticed these before. The crewmen lit ragstied to the globes and began whirling them to
ding toward their enemies. Welstiel charged them, panicked over Magiere' s safety.

The engagement was not playing out how he had envisioned. But he was not quick enough, and the
crewmen released their whirling glassbdls.

Wedgtid watched their smdl flamesrise and then fal through the night air. The deck shuddered hard
beneath hisfeet as another even quarre struck the hull somewhere below therail. He ducked in againgt
therail asarain of arrowsfdl around him, and he never saw the ail globes strike.

Running and shouting and screaming surrounded him as everything fdl into chaos.

Sabd rushed by toward the bow, amaost scrambling on al fours, and Welstid snatched her by thearm.
“Get the others,” he commanded. “Go below for our gear. Hurry!”

Theterror did not leave her eyes, but she scrambled for the aft hatch.

They had to abandon ship, and Welstiel hoped Magiere would do the same.

SAt water closed over Sgéile s head, and icy cold spread through his muscles. He kicked for the surface,
gl doubting hisactions.

He had sworn guardianship to Léshil and his companions. Hisfirst duty wasto protect them, and the ship
was on fire. But when he saw the elven woman vanish into the sea, his heart sesemed to stop.

He was Anmaglahk, sworn to protect his people. He could not let her die.

Sgédile broke the sed s rolling surface and gasped for air, but in hismind, he kept seeing Magiere sface
up on the deck.

Eyesblack, logt in vicious madness—the same monster that had attacked his cagtein Cuirin'nén'a’s
glade. Even though he had sworn guardianship, hisfirgt ingtinct had been to kill her. Then he saw Wynn
and Léshil on the deck’ sfar side, dodging faling pieces of the burning sals.

Osharan for them, shouting. “Go! | will protect them!”

And Sgéile had jumped.

The sea swells made it hard to search. Everything was beyond his control but the woman who had been
dropped to her death. He only hoped she had stayed cam enough to flatten herself and float until he
could find her.

Wynn gasped for air and coughed amid the growing smoke. Terrifying sights and sounds drove away
reason, and al she could see was the horror of the burning ship.

A living ship.

Some of the crew tried to douse the fire with buckets of seawater, but spattered oil and faling sails kept
feeding the flames.

And then Sgéile jJumped overboard.

Wynn looked frantically about. Magiere kndlt on the deck’ sfar side beyond the cargo grate, but she
couldn’t see Chap anywhere. Elven crew ran about amid the flames, and a Szzling crackle sounded from
upintherigging.

And Leesl’sshout carried to Wynn over the noise. “Magiere! Get out of there!”

He bolted toward Magiere, and Wynn saw the burning foremast crack midway up. It began to topple.
“Leesil, stop!” she screamed out.

He leaped the cargo gate. Rigging and shredded sailstore away under the falling mast asit dammed
down on the deck’ s center—and Leesi| vanished from sight.

“Lees!!” Wynn cried out.

Two sudden impacts, like shattering glass, struck somewhere on the deck, and awall of flame erupted
around the fallen mast. Droplets of ignited oil splashed up like fiery fountains and scattered everywhere.
Wynn twisted away, swatting at burning oil potson her cloak. In oneflailing spin, she saw Osha
Heran dong the shoresiderail-wall, the glint of agtiletto in his hand. Before Wynn knew what was



happening, he ducked and drove his shoulder into her chest. Hisarm coiled around her asthe breath was
crushed from her lungs.

Wynn gasped for air as her feet left the deck. Over Osha s back, she saw along pillar of firerolling from
the deck’ s center toward the rail-wall— toward her.

The whole ship swirled avay as she dammed down hard, diding across the deck benesth Osha. Shefelt
himroll, curling himself around her, until they did to astop.

And that rolling column of fire—the falen foremast—crashed againgt the rail-wall where she and Osha
had been an ingtant before.

Oshalurched up on his knees and dashed down at her with his stiletto. She barely flinched before the
blade split the side of her cloak’ s collar. Heripped it off of her, nearly flipping her over on her face, and
grabbed her by the arm. As he pulled her up, they both looked frantically about.

The crew had abandoned any attempt to control the flames. A viscera scream, like agreat cat in anger,
broke over the fire's crackle. Before it had even faded, Osha shouted.

“Léshil!”

Wynn saw Lees| haf-crouched on the cargo grate’ sfar sde, surrounded by fire. Magiere clawed at the
flames, trying to reach him. Her eyeswere black disks astears ran down her snarling face. The grate
burned too wildly around Leesl|, asdid the forecastle and deck between him and the &ft. Even thefar
rail-wall was ablaze. He ducked low, shielding hisface and eyes as he twisted about.

Wynn rushed for Magiere, looking for any way to get to Leesi|. Then her feet |eft the deck again.
Oshaswung her back with hisarm around her waist.

“Put me down!” Wynn shouted. “Leesi| cannot see. He needs help!”

“Bith-na!” Osha shouted in her face, then shoved her into the corner between the aftcastle and rail-wall.
“No” to what? Wynn struggled againgt him. What did he mean?

Another bright red-ydlow light grew in the air. Gasping, she saw the burning mainsail sagging toward the
deck.

“Magiere, look up! Get back!” Wynn called, choking on her words.

Cargo hold. Now!

Chap’ svoice erupted in Wynn's head.

She saw him racing dong thefar rail-wall from theforecastle . . . running ontop of therall. His
shimmering fur glinted with red and yellow firdight.

Wynn writhed in Osha s grip. “Come on! Below . . . we meet Chap below!”

Oshareeased her, shaking his head, and she grabbed hiswrist, pulling him. She stopped at the hatch
stairwell and shouted as loudly as she could.

“Magiere, come on! Chap saysto go to the cargo hold!”

But Magiere ether did not hear her or would not leave. The burning mainsail writhed inthewind, likea
living thing of fire that coiled down to snatch her initsgrip.

Magiere cried out like an animal, reaching through the flamesfor Leesll. Her gloved hand began to
smoke, and she snatched it back. She let hunger fill her and shut her eyes againg the fire' s brightness.
Shetried stepping intoit.

Hesat instantly seared her face and hands, and she leaped back.

Wynn shouted over the roar—something about a cargo hold—but Magiere couldn’t take her eyesfrom
Leesl’sblurred shape amid the blaze.

Another flickering blur raced toward him from the ship’ sfar end. It loped aong the burning rail-wall, and
then brightened by firelight into aslvery canineform.

Chap legped high through the flames.

Hisforepaws struck Leesil’ s shoulder. Both toppled upon the burning cargo grate, and it shattered
beneath their sudden weight.

Firelight surged around Magiere as she screamed.

Lees| was gone. And Chap with him.

More light descended from above her.

She saw thefirst whipping corner of the burning sail coil around the mid mast. She threw hersdlf



backward, rolling away as the descending inferno swallowed the midship.

Wynn had shouted something about the cargo hold.

Magiereturned on al fours, knocking aside a deckhand as she lunged toward the hatchway. A blur of
gray-green cloak disappeared down the sairs, and she rushed in behind it, nearly faling over thefirst
step.

Oshaturned with wide eyes, and Wynn stood below the last step.

“Chap said we must get to the cargo hold!” she shouted.

Magiere understood now.

“No!” shegrowled back. “You. . . get off theship! I'll . . . get to Leesil and Chap.”

Wynn opened her mouth to argue.

“Take her!” Magiere shouted into Osha sface.

She shoved him againgt the stairwell wall, grabbed Wynn by her shift’s shoulder, and nearly threw her at
the young df. Without waiting to seeif they obeyed, Magiere ran down through the ship’ s passages. At
the bottom, she followed the only narrow corridor that headed toward midship. There was adoor at the
end.

Magieredidn’t even dow. Shehit it with her shoulder at full speed, and the door crashed open, dangling
in piecesfromits hinges.

“Leesl!”

Water doshed knee-deep around her legs as she dogged in. The hold wasfilling with seawater through a
holetornin the hull’ sfar side. And then she heard splashing that didn’t come from her own steps.

Lees| broke the water’ s surface, rising up, and Chap haf-waded and half-paddied toward him.
Magiere struggled forward, her boots aready heavy with water. She was bresthing too fast and couldn’t
say anything as she pawed franticaly a Leesil, searching for injuries.

Runnels of water left soot-smudged streaks on hisface, but his expresson melted in equd relief at the
sght of her. Hiswas il holding on to his one winged blade, and he grabbed her wrist with his other
hand.

“I'madll right,” he said and then looked down. *Y our handsl”

Her gloves were charred and blackened. She hadn’t even noticed the sting in her hands.

Fire around the grateess cargo hatch abovefilled the hold with flickering light, and seams of flame began
Sporeading aong the celling.

“We haveto get out of here,” she said.

“Wewon't survive onshore without our gear,” Lees| argued, and headed for the shattered door.
Magiere dmost grabbed him from behind, ready to throw him over her shoulder and flee—but she knew
he was right. He led the way with Chap right behind as they al trudged through the water in the outer
passage.

They hurried to their quarters, grabbing what they could—weagponsfirgt. Leesil found their coats, and
then hegitated for breath. He took up his new winged blades, but Magiere’ s dagger was still missing.
Sgdile had not brought it back yet.

“Forget it!"” Magiere snapped, and jerked him toward the door.

They dogged back for the sairs, and then an ef they’ d never seen before came through the passage’' s
other end. He was dressed in aplain canvas tunic and breeches, and hisfeet were bare. He carried a
large barkless root almost too heavy to hoist, smooth and round and dully pointed.

Magierefroze. Theroot'slong tal trailing behind the man moved on its own—like the ship' stail that
Wynn had spotted so many days past.

The df stopped at the sight of Magiere, and then crouched to set down the strange squirming bulk. He
glared up sernly at Magiere and then Lees|, and spoke quickly in Elvish. It sounded like aquestion.
Magiere could only shake her head and point toward the hatch airs.

“We haveto get off,” shesaid. “ So should you.”

She had no ideaiif he understood.

Helowered his head, muttering in Elvish, and reached around his back to fling something toward her. The
long white-metd dagger fdl in the shallow water near Magiere s boot.



She reached down and picked it up. Its hilt was now thick and wrapped tightly with leather. By thetime
shelooked up, the ef was gone, then she spotted the tail of hiswooden burden whip asit did up the
hatchway dairs.

“Putit away and let' smove!” Lees| growled.

Magiere shoved the blade in the back of her belt. They emerged to find the deck engulfed in flames
feeding upon remnants of sails, rigging, and crumpled masts. Magiere looked about for thetall,
barefooted lf.

He stood at the seaward rail-wall just below the aftcastle, the only place on that side not blocked by fire.
Magiere saw no sign of the moving root he' d been carrying.

“Comeon!” she shouted. “Get to askiff!”

He never even turned around. Thetdll, barefoot f just stood there. Benegth the crackle of fireand
splitting wood, Magiere heard alow rolling hum, like asong without words. He dowly lifted his heed, as
if watching something moving in the open water.

The deck creaked benesth Magiere’ sfeet.

Chap barked sharply as he scrambled toward the shoreward rail-wall.

Magiere had no choice but to follow him.

Sgéile sarms grew heavy in the cold water, and despair began to mount.

Where was the woman?

He swam back aong the Y lladon ship’s course, but through one swell after another he found nothing.
And both ships had drifted onward behind him. Then he saw something swirling upon the surface.

It wastoo light to be kelp or debris. Then it sank again, gone from sight.

Sgéile thrashed forward. When he reached the spot where it had gone down, he dove under.

Beneath the surface, the water was so dark that al he could do was hold his breath and grasp about. His
hand struck something rough and thin—arope. He grabbed hold, winding it around his hand and wrist,
and kicked for the surface,

Sgéile s head broke through. Before he even sucked in a bregth, he pulled. Twice he sank under,
reaching down, hand over hand along the rope. Until his grip closed on soft, cold fingers. He grabbed
hold and kicked back up to the surface.

She came up, gasped for air over and over, panic-stricken.

“Float,” he managed to say. “Relax yoursdlf.”

He kept an arm under the middle of her back asthey both rolled over the crest of another swell. The
woman tried to turn her head, blinking water from her eyes so she could see him.

“Siger,” shechoked. “My siger . . . ison the ship.”

Sgéle grew even colder.

Another of his people was on that human vessal? Still holding her atop the waves, helooked back. The
elven ship—the Péirvanean—uwas burning in the night.

By now, the hkomas would have ordered the crew into the skiffs. The Ylladon vessel had been damaged
aswell, and listed deeply to one side. It was so far away, how could he do anything to save thiswoman's
gder?

A thundering crack rolled across the night swells.

The Ylladon ship rocked, and its stern shifted suddenly toward the open sea.

“No...,” Sgale moaned.

Another thundering impact filled the night. The marauder ship’s prow dipped sharply into the seaand did
not come up again. It was sinking.

The hkoada had released his shaval ean—the “swimmers.” They would not stop pounding and ramming
at the Ylladon vessdl until either it sank beyond reach in the depths or they became too damaged or worn
themsdves

Sgéilelooked away as the woman tried to lift her head to see.

“Donoat,” hesaid.

He pulled a stiletto to sever the rope, then grasped the back of her tunic and towed her as he swam.
Anather crack sounded in the distance from the hull of the Y lladon ship.



All Sgéile could do now wastry to reach the shore.

Chane watched helplesdy as ail globes struck the even ship and flames erupted across its deck.
“Wynn,” hewhispered.

He lunged across the ship, searching to daughter whoever had flung those globes.

“Stop!” Welstid shouted.

Chaneturned, sword in hand.

Sabd came behind Welstiel, dlong with the other ferals, dl laden with canvas and ropes and packs.

“Y ou said they would have time to escapel” Chane rasped, and histhroat turned raw.

Wedtid’ slips curled angrily. He opened his mouth to spit aresponse, but Chane never heard it. The
sound of wood smashing filled hisears.

The Ylladon ship lurched sharply, and seawater sprayed over therail, driving debris across the deck.
Wedtid clutched the mast, glancing about as haf the ferds were thrown from their fedt.

“Takethe packs and gear from her,” Welstid said, pointing to Sabel. “ Tie the canvasto your back.”
Chane glared at him and did not move.

“We haveto swim,” Welstiel snapped, “ as far north as possible before going ashore. We cannot risk
Magiere or the dog sensing us.”

“Svim?’

“Wewill betoo vishleif wetake askiff,” Welstid answered. He turned to Sabel and the others. “Leave
no one here dive, and then follow us”

Another thundering crack sent the ship spinning sideways, and the bow dipped sharply.

Chane grabbed therail to keep from diding. Theferds snatched at anything they could hold on to. For
oncethey showed little eagernessfor feast or daughter. And Chane's own hate fatered under hisingtinct
to survive,

“Weall gonow!” hehissed. “Any crew |left would never let themsalves be caught by the ves. We are
hardly in danger of them reveding you!”

He pulled himsdlf up the danting deck and took Sabdl’ s bundled canvas. Hetried to wrap it tightly about
his own pack, to protect the precious texts from the monastery, before tying the bulk across his
shoulders.

Wedtid never answered him, just threw his own pack full of arcane objects over his shoulder. Without
hesitation, he shouted, “ Come!” to his monks and vaulted the ship’srall.

Another loud crack exploded into the hull. Chane clutched therail, waiting for the ship to settle, and then
jumped overboard.

Inabrief glimpse of the burning even ship, histhoughts filled with theimage of Wynn'sova, olive-toned
face. Then he sank benesath the cold, dark water.

“Sgéilel” Lees| shouted from the skiff’ sfront, one hand gripping its upturned prow.

He searched the ocean swells with Osha crouched beside him.

Magiere and Chap sat in the back with Wynn, now wrapped in her coat, astwo even sailors pulled on
the oars. At least two other skiffs headed for shore, but not this one. Lees| had turned their small vessel
southward, parald to the coast and back aong the marauder vessdal’s course.

“He'sgot to be out here,” Lees| said tightly. “He stoo much of apainin the assto end up dead.”
“Yes” Oshaanswered. “Wefind him.”

But the young df looked no more certain of hisclam than Leesl. And Sgéile wasindeed apaininthe
ass.

Lees| was sick of theway the man looked at him, asif he was supposed to do something that Sgéile
wouldn't actualy say. All the man’ s superstitious nonsense about ancestors and his people’ sold ways
did little more than complicate Lees |’ slife—or hint at alife he wanted no part of. Now that
sef-righteous, long-boned, sour-faced throat-cutter—that idiot—had thrown himself overboard to save
someone he didn’t even know.

But. .. Leesl couldn't Iet him die out here.

Chap barked, and LeesI’ sgrip tightened on the prow asthe skiff crested another swell.

“Therel” Wynn cried.



She pointed beyond where Chap clung to the skiff’ s edge with one fore-paw. Out in the water, Leesl
caught aflash of white.

“Sgéile!” he shouted again, and looked down to Osha. “ Tl the crewmen to turn usthat way!”

Before Osha finished rattling off ingtructions to the eves, that light spot in the water rose again.

Sgéile swam on his sSde as he towed the e ven woman floating on her back. He looked exhausted and
pae, with hiswet hair flattened around his head and face.

“Here!l” Lees| cried out. “Osha, get usdongside of him.”

Sgdile paused, lifting his head. When he spotted the skiff, he redoubled his efforts.

Oshapressed in beside Lees|, speaking Elvish to the two oarsmen.

“We Il take the woman back here,” Magiere called out, and pulled Wynn and Chap from the side. “You
take Sgéile up front.”

The even crewmen turned the skiff sharply asit rolled down aswell, and then shipped their oars. Sgéle
closed with two find strokes and reached for the skiff.

Magiere leaned over the side, but the woman hardly moved, unable to help herself. One elven crewman
knelt to assg, and they pulled her over the edge.

Lees| grabbed Sgéile' sarm as Oshatook hold of hisbelt, and they dragged him in. He collapsed on the
skiff’ s bottom, soaked and shivering.

“Blankets, coatd” Leed| shouted. “ Get me something to cover him!”

Oshadtripped off hiscloak and threw it over Sgéile as Magiere dug among their belongings. She tossed
Lees| his coat then spread her own over the woman. Wynn started to remove her coat.

“No,” Magieresad. “All you' ve got isyour shift under that.”

The crewmen took up the oars and began rowing hard for the shore.

Lees| struggled to pull off Sgéile' s soaked tunic and wrap him in the coat. He spread Osha s cloak over
the top as Sgéile leaned back into the prow’ s cubby, still shaking uncontrollably. Sgéile snapped along
gtring of Elvish through chattering teeth.

Osha gtared back at him, stunned motionless. Leesil couldn’t follow Sgéile swords, but he understood
thetone.

“Itisnot Osha sfault!” Wynn cried out. “ And he was protecting ug”

“Yes,” Oshaadded sharply. “Wefindyou. .. jedin.

“Don’'t blame him!” Lees| snapped at Sgéile. “ Y ou’ re the fool who jumped overboard in the middle of
an assault. And he wasn't the only one who chose to come searching for your waterlogged carcass.”
Sgdile struggled to St up. His gaze dipped from the rowing crewmen to Magiere. He seemed to look her
over, or look for something in her face; then he settled back, exhausted.

Lees| plopped down beside Osha, shaking his head. For an instant, he entertained the notion of tossing
Sgéile back overboard.

The notion passed.

Wynn huddled with Magiere and Chap in the skiff’ srear. The thundering cracks behind them had ceased
asthe other ship sank below the surface. But the elven vessdl drifted dowly, still burning dive.

She pressed her hands over her face, trying not to cry.

When she dropped them down, the others were repeatedly glancing behind the skiff with somber eyes.
She heard the hissing crackle of water meeting fire but could not 1ook.

The elven woman lying at her feet coughed and sputtered but looked asif she would survive. She curled
on her side, closed her eyes, and began to sob softly. Her tears were lost in the seawater clinging to her
long trianguler face,

No one spoke the rest of the way to shore.

When the crewmen shipped the oars and jumped into the surf, Wynn spotted three other skiffs on the
beach. Torches had been lit and planted nearby. Leesil and Osha jumped out aswell. Other elven crew
came out, and they dl pulled together until the skiff came to rest upon the gravelly shore.

Chap hopped out, and Wynn climbed after him.

She saw familiar faces among those present, though she knew none of the crew’ s names. Shewas
relieved to see that the hkomas had survived. Hisleft arm and one side of hisface were seared, but he



appeared not to notice. Two of the crew hurried in to help the rescued woman from the skiff.

One bowed his head dightly as Sgéile staggered out and Osha helped him to adry spot on the beach.
Wynn tried to count those who had survived. Just beyond the hkomas stood the girl with thethick braid
and oversized boots, whom Wynn had learned was his steward.

“Sgélsheilleache. . .,” the hkomas said and faltered.

He gave no thanksfor Sgéile' s actions, nor did he commend him for his courage. Anmagléhk did not
expect thanks—that much Wynn had learned from her timein Sgéile' s company.

Out in the distance, lingering flames from the elven ship flickered upon the water. And then they were
gone. Wynn felt the mood around her change asrdlief sank into mourning.

“May your ancestors take you and watch over you,” the hkomas whispered, looking out over the surf
and into the empty darkness.

Feding helpless, Wynn mouthed this same Elvish epitaph for the living ship.

The hkomas sface darkened as he turned upon Magiere.

“Who were they?’ he demanded. “Even Ylladon do not charge usin arecklessassault . . . just to kill our
Péirvanean at such cost to themsdlves.”

Magiere could not follow his Elvish, but she sood her ground, returning his glare. Sgéile climbed to his
feet, wobbling as he stepped between them.

“She knows nothing more than we do,” he said.

“I saw her on deck!” the hkomas growled back. “ She sensed something coming . . . asdid the mgjay-hi.”
“Such debate will not help usnow,” Sgéile countered. “Were you able to send adistress call?’

The hkomas' s suspicious gaze stayed on Magiere. “Yes. | reached asister vessel of my clan. Sheisa
scant two days out of Ghoivne Ajhghe. . . along distance north.”

Sgéile nodded with little relief. “ She will send word at the next harbor and locate a closer ship. Our
peoplewill come.”

At this, the young steward fidgeted behind her hkomas and glanced northward.

Osha stepped in, turning to the hkomas. “We must hide the skiffs and get our people off thisbeach . . .
and see to our wounded. Anything else should wait until morning.”

Everyonefd| slent at thiscam but solid counsdl, and finaly the hkomas nodded. Both Magiere and
Leed| slently watched this exchange, and Wynn felt sudden shame in forgetting to trandate for them.

“I will tell you later,” she said. “Oshawantsto get the boats off the beach and find shelter further inland.”
Lees| scanned the waters. “He sright. Especidly if any of the other crew survived . . . and madeit to
shore”

The sKill of swimming came back to Chane. Asaboy, hisfather had taught him—if “teaching” wasthe
right word for being tossed into a cold lake, with rope around hiswaist to keep him from drowning.

He swam anorthward course behind Welstid severa |lengths ahead. Hopefully far enough not to be seen
when they came ashore—and not to be sensed by Magiere or Chap. His cloak and gear made the
process difficult, but neither the cold nor the lack of air concerned him. At first he held his breeth, asin
hisliving days. When hefindly gasped reflexively, opening his mouth, water surged into hislungs. He
choked in panic, but it was only an unpleasant sensation, no longer harmful to adead man.

Findly, the seafloor roseinto Sght.

Chanefollowed Welstid’ slead, clawing aong the bottom until there was not enough depth to bother
staying submerged. They broke the surface amid the surf, and Chane' s soaked cloak became amassive
weight. He was halfway up the rocky beach before he stopped, bent over, and vomited salt water from
his dead lungs. As hefinished stripping off his pack and cloak, the ferals emerged from the water.

One by one, pae faces rose from the dark surf asthey shambled from the seato the shore. Sabel had
gone over the side just before Chane, but she was last to emerge, just behind Jakeb.

Chane shook his head and hands, trying to clear some of the seawater, and he turned his gaze south.
“Arewefar enough?’ he asked. “Will she senseus?’

Wegtie stared off dong the shore. “Y es, we are safe from detection . . . if Magiere survived.”

He sounded less than certain, which brought Chane pleasure at first. If Magiere were dead, Welstiel
would suffer, perhaps never finding his coveted treasure. Anything that wounded Welstidl was now Swveet



to Chane, but he quickly lost the taste of it.

If Magiere had not survived, what chance could Wynn have?

“Check now!” Chane hissed. “ Get out that damned dish of yours!”

Wedtid turned with asharp glance. “My exact intention.”

He crouched, opening hiswaterlogged pack, and drew out the domed brass plate, shaking it severa
timesto scatter clinging droplets of water. With his back turned, he drew his dagger. Chane could not
see anything as Welstiel chanted softly.

Weldtid lifted his head, facing south and away for Chane.

“Shelives. .. and sheisashort distance away.”

These words only made Chane burn slently.

“But that says nothing,” Welstie added, “ concerning your little sage.”

Chane could not go seefor himsdaf—not without being detected and hunted. Not without Welstiel’s
protection, or rather that of hisring of nothing. And the Stuation could grow even worseif the feras came
after him or were discovered. He wanted those creatures nowhere near Wynn—if shelived.

Dawn was hdf anight off, but they would travel no farther. The mortals would deep, and tomorrow at
dusk, Welstid would verify which direction Magiere had taken.

“I' will find usacamp,” Chane hissed and stalked off into the trees.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Spéile awoke groggy and week at the firat streaks of dawn, but he remained sllent until the others began
to stir. To hissurprise, the firewas still burning—someone had fed it regularly during the night. He sat up
and found Osha squatting beyond the circle of bedrolls, keeping vigil.
Sgdile said nothing, though he wondered if he had been too harsh on his young student the night before.
His breeches were gill damp, but his tunic and boots were reasonably dry by thefire. Asthe crew
roused, daylight brought a sense of greater safety, and some wandered closer to the beach. Soon they
had cookfires burning while others searched for wild berries or sealife dong the beach’ srock jetties. He
watched their quiet attendance to necessities, until the hkomas approached.
The man’ s burns|ooked worse in the morning light. He made no mention of pain, but Sgéile knew better.
“Wewill travel the coadtling,” the hkomas said. “ The forest hereis dense, and we are too near human
lands. Wewill be safer the farther north we go, though we must keep to the shore for our shipsto find
=
Sgdile agreed but hesitated. “1 travel south with my charges, as required by guardianship.”
The hkomas s amber eyesflickered in surprise. All an’ Créan respected the tradition of guardianship, but
perhaps the hkomas thought Sgéil€' s protection of his own people should take precedence. With a
frown, he turned away toward the beach.
Sgéile sghed and looked about to check on his charges. Wynn was again dressed in her loose elven
clothing with the pant legs rolled up. She and Oshaforaged for berries with the crew, while Magiere and
Léshil inventoried the belongings they had salvaged before abandoning ship. Thankfully they had dso
retrieved the gifts of the Chein’as.
Strangest of dl, Magiere had the dagger tucked into her belt at the small of her back. Itshilt was
complete with leather strapping over the living wood that Sgéile had requested from the ship’ s hkoada.
He wondered how and when she had retrieved it.
Chap scrambled among the crew who were digging for clams. He sniffed about the beach, barking loudly
now and then. At hiscall, crewmen came to dig where he stood. This morning, Sgéile’ s people did not
seem to mind humans, half-bloods, or awayward magjay-hi in their midst. He was about to join in the
foraging when the hkomeas' s young steward cautioudy approached him.
“I am called Avranvérd,” shesaid.
“I know who you are,” Sgéile replied and finished pulling on his boots.
The girl’seyeswidened briefly. “May | speak with you . . . Sgéilsheilleache?’
He stopped, suddenly uncomfortable. Something in this young woman' s tense manner troubled him.
“Of course,” he answered.
She gestured toward the clearing’ s edge, away from the camp. “In private.”
He had little strength |ft for intrigue, but he followed her beyond earshot. At first she would not look him
intheeye.
“I must come with you on your journey.”
Sgéile sdiscomfort increased. “ Y our place iswith your crew and hkomas. But do not fear. One of our
shipswill comefor dl of you.”
Avranvérd shook her head. “1 am not concerned for my safety. | . . . | was sent by Most Aged Father to
watch the humans and report.”
“That isimpossible,” he stated flatly. “Y ou are not Anmaglahk.”
“I will be,” she answered and findly raised her eyesto his. “Most Aged Father sent me—gave methis
purpose. | must come with you.”
She was s0 plaingpoken and steadfast that Sgéile dmost believed her. He felt the blood drain from his
face. How could Most Aged Father place an untrained girl in this position? And why send someone to
report on those under Sgéile sguardianship . . . asif he could not be trusted?
Avranvard' syoung face grew troubled. “ Sgéilshellleache?’
He glared down at her until she began to fidget.
“Ligten carefully,” he sad, exerting cdm into hisvoice. *Y ou will remain with your crew and make your



way with them back to our lands. Do otherwise, and | will expose you to your hkomas. Do you
understand?’

“But. ..l haveapurpose. . . from Most Aged Father! Thereis another—”

“Youwill serveno purposea al,” Sgéle cut in sharply, “should your hkomas and dl the seefaring clans
learn of your subterfuge among them. Y our duty isto your hkomas and crew!”

He grabbed her by the wrist, prepared to haul her back to camp, but she broke free before he took three
steps. She shifted toward the beach, watching him with a pained shake of her head asif her world had
turned over and was not asit should be.

Sgdile remained silent and stern. Avranvéard turned and ran.

He had no patience left for hero worship or shattered illusions. Perhaps now he understood why

Brot’ &’ duivé and other caste elders so often shied from the people. An’ Créan saw their protectorsin
the garb of the Anmaglahk, but they knew little of what that life required.

And now he, too, wasl€ft inignorance.

Sgéile had tried to ignore the growing animosity between Most Aged Father and Brot’ an’ duivé. It
seemed both had expectations for his current purpose—and neither had fully related these to him. He did
not know who to trugt, and thisleft him regling.

All Anmaglahk must trust in each other, or their people would suffer from the discord.

He scanned the beach, spotting the hkomas near the hidden skiffs. The man must till be wondering why
two anmaglahk would abandon a stranded crew for humans and a haf-blood. But Sgéile had no timefor
guilt-driven explanations, as he headed over.

“Your steward is more traumeatized by the death of your ship than the rest of your crew,” he began.
“Keep her close, and be certain she remains under watch for afew days.”

The hkomas studied him and then dowly turned sad eyesto the empty sea.

"l never thought to see any Péirvanean, who blessed my clan, murdered by humans. Yes, Avranvard is
young, and such aloss might be worse for her . . . | will watch over her.”

Sgéile nodded with gratitude and walked back toward the campfire, but the exchange did nothing to ease
hismind.

Magiere and Léshil had finished repacking and stood talking quietly. Léshil had suffered only minor
scorches on hisface and hands. In al other respects, he was well enough, but Sgéile remembered the
state of Magiere’ s gloves. She no longer wore them.

Her bare hands were pa e and unblemished—uwith no sign of burns.

Sgéilelooked up quickly at her face, but she did not seem to notice. Dressed in breeches, hauberk, and
coat, she hefted one pack.

“Can we get started?’ she asked.

“Yes” hesad, ill staring at her.

Magiere returned her habitual scowl. “What?’

“Nothing.”

A tal elven sailor hurried updope, stopping in front of Sgéile.

“The hkomas says you go south . . . with the humans.” And before Sgéile could respond, the sailor pulled
off histhick cloak and held it out. “ Take thisand my gloves. | will not need them, as our people will come
for us”

The cloak was deep brown, not dark shifting green-gray. Sgéile’ s exhaustion mounted at this sacrifice.
Thesallor did not know him; the man saw only arevered member of the Anmaglahk.

“I cannot.”

“Please” theman sad. “Do methishonor.”

Sgéile dmost flinched. Histhoughts dipped once to a strange lesson hisown jedin, histeacher, had once
told him.

What are we beyond how our people see us?

Y oung and ignorant, and till full of awe for histeacher, Sgéile had been unableto think of an answer.

Y ears later, he overheard Brot’ &0’ duivé reiterate thislesson to a handful of new casteinitiates, al il
years away from seeking out their own jeoin.



We are more, we are less, Brot’ an’ duivé admonished, and we are nothing but silence and shadow.
All we can do is accept their hope in us with the humility it deserves.

Thiswas the truth behind the litany of Anmaglahk—in sllence and in shadows.

To serve, and not to place onesalf above or below that service, no matter what shape or form it took. To
be the silence of peace that surrounds duty, and the one who guards it from within the shadows.

Sgéile dowly reached out and grasped the cloak and gloves. “ Thank you.”

The sailor smiled with grest rdlief and headed back for the beach. But the man’ sreverent act of kindness
left Sgéile more burdened—more uncertain.

He wanted to dip away with hisword-wood and speak to Most Aged Father, to somehow understand
the patriarch’ s sudden lack of faith in him. Then he thought on Brot’ &’ duivé s sllent scheming and the
Chein’ &s s gifts given to Léshil—L éshidrelaohk, so named by the ancestors. And amgjay-hi, like those
of ancient times, had thrown itsdlf into the lives of ahaf-blood and a pale monster of awoman.
Stretched between too many paths, Sgéile had to choose one to follow.

“Arewe going or not?” Magiere demanded.

Sgdile turned toward the beach. “ Chap, it istime!”

Not long ago, the thought of caling a sacred mgjay-hi by a persond name would have shocked him.
Chap loped upd ope, looking over Magiere and Léshil as Wynn and Oshajoined them aswell. The
majay-hi glanced at the cookfires burning along the beach, where the crew prepared a good catch of
clams. Hereleased agroaning whine.

“Wewill find breskfast doong theway,” Sgéile assured him.

Chap grumbled and trotted off, and Magiere followed. As Léshil stepped in behind her, Sgéile noticed
the tips of the Chein’ &' swinged blades peeking from his pack. Léshil’ s continued discomfort regarding
the weapons was clear.

“May | wear your old blades?’ Sgéile asked cautioudy. “The new ones should take their place, and you
will wak more easily with lessweight.”

L éshil cast anarrow-eyed glance over one shoulder. “Why don’'t you wear the new ones?’

It was more of achallenge than aquestion.

“I could not.” Sgéile shook hishead. “ They were given to you.”

“Oh, just do it, dready!” Magiere snapped at Léshil. “Y ou’ re the one who insisted | accept the dagger.”
“They don’t fit my sheaths,” Léshil argued.

“| can make dterations,” Sgéile countered, “whilewewalk.”

For dl the bitter irein Magiere' s voice, none showed on her face as she looked intently at L éshil.
“They’'re only wegpons—nothing more,” she said. “Y ou choose what to do with them.”

“Finel” Léshil growled and dropped his pack. He jerked the tie straps of his old blades, pulled the gifted
ones from his pack, and thrust both setsat Sgéile.

Sgéile took them, and L éshil hoisted his pack and pushed past Magiere after Chap.

Sgdile dipped Léshil’ s old blades from their sheaths. He handed both sets of bladesto Osha, and, as
they walked aong the shore, he drew a stiletto and began atering the sheaths.

As heworked, he pondered this next leg of their journey—born not from hope but determination. He
wastired of Magiere sand Léshil’ sill-mannered petulance. Their mood proved infectious, and Sgéile
grumbled under his breath as he cut leather.

By midday, Hkuan’ duv was pacing the deck.

Avranvard had not contacted him at dawn, and he had called for anchor, not knowing how far ahead the
other ship might be. Soon his concern gave way to open worry.

Danvarfij leaned with one hip againg therail-wall, watching him. “Can you not contact her instead?’
“No. .. I cannot risk reveaing her presence, even to that ship’s hkoada and hkomas.”

“Then cease gomping on the Pairvanean’ sback,” she said. “You will disturb it.”

Heglared at her cam face, her skin like teatinted with goat’ s milk. “ Something iswrong.”

“I know we cannot be seen,” she returned, “but neither can we lose track of their ship.”

“Inform the hkomas,” he said. “But make certain our paceis cautious.”

Danvarij pushed off therail-wall and headed for the aftcastle.



Hkuan’ duv turned his gaze down the coast, feding trapped by the congtraints of his purpose. He was not
accustomed to hiding from his people or those of hisown caste.

Kurhkége emerged from the hatch below the forecastle, followed by A’ harhk’ nis. As aways, the latter
appeared deceptively spindly in his oversized cloak. Kurhkége fixed his one eye upon Hkuan' duv.
“Wearemoving,” he sad. “Have you received communication?’

Hkuan' duv shook his head. “We must attempt to locate the ship oursalves.”

Danvarfij rgoined them, and dl four headed up to the bow, scanning the waters ahead. Severa crew
members glanced at them, but no one spoke. The hkomas s strained voice rose in ordersto his crew.
A’harhk’ nislooked up into therigging. “1 should relieve the lookout and watch for mysdlf.”
Hisvoice was o quiet that it was difficult to hear, but Hkuan' duv agreed. “Yes. Good.”

A’ harhk’ nis stepped upon therail-wall, snatched the rope ladder to the mainmast, and clambered
upward.

His sharp eyes might be no better than those of a seasoned crewman, but should they close too quickly
upon the other ship, Hkuan' duv felt more securein A’ harhk’ nis'sjudgment. But as the day wore on, no
word came from above.

“What if the girl was discovered?’ Kurhkage asked. “What would Sgéilsheilleache do?’

Hkuan' duv turned away from the prow, not wanting to answer. Indeed, what would he himsdlf do if one
of hisown caste were sent to oy on him? He did not wish to even think about it. He must focus on his
purpose, for the sake of his people.

“Greimasg' éh!” A’ harhk’ nis called from high above. “L ook to the beach!”

Hkuan' duv turned to lean upon the shoreward rail-wall.

Even at thisdistance, their hair glowed in the afternoon sun. Tal figures moved up the coastline and
became distinct as they approached. He realized he was|ooking at an an’ Créan ship’s crew, but why
were they ashore, and where was their Pairvanean?

“Are there outsiders with them?” Hkuan’ duv called up.

“No... | seeonly an’'Créan.”

Amid the captain’s cal and the crew’ s shouts, they began preparing a skiff. Severd people onshore saw
the oncoming ship. They waved their amsand cloaksin theair.

Hkuan' duv legped down the forecastle stairs, closing on the skiff being lowered over the sde.

“A’harhk’ nis, come down,” he shouted.

He scanned the sea, but saw no sign of the other Péirvanean. What had become of Sgéilsheilleache,
Osha. . . and the humans?

Asthe ship came to anchor, Hkuan' duv stepped to the rail-wall gate, taking up the skiff’s anchoring line.
The hkomas rushed in and jerked it from his hand.

“Thisisno longer your concern,” he said. “ Our people are stranded. They take precedence over this
pursuit of yours.”

Hkuan' duv dmost let anger get the better of him. But the hkomas was correct, his harsh tone justified,
and who could blame him? Anmaglahk had taken polite control of hisvessdl, and they trailed their own
people like apack of skulking Y lladon.

“I must know what happened,” Hkuan’ duv explained, “and as quickly as possible.”

“Then you are welcome to accompany my crew, Greimasg' éh.”

The hkomas's hard words clearly implied who was now in charge.

“Y ou may ask your questions,” the hkomas added, “so long as you do not impinge upon the well-being
of those left stranded.”

Hkuan’ duv nodded dowly. He gestured to histeam to wait on board and descended quickly into the
Kiff.

Asthe small boat closed upon the shore, two of the exhausted land-bound crew waded out to guideit in.
Hkuan' duv saw burns and other injuries among those stranded, and the knot in his scomach tightened. He
counted heads, and by a quick estimate, afourth of astandard cargo vessel crew was missing. A
middle-aged man in abrown head scarf came closer. Hisface and arm were badly burned.
“Anmaglahk?” he bresthed in surprise. “How did you reach us so quickly? Did Sgéilshellleache send



word?’

“Y ou are the hkomas?’ Hkuan' duv asked. “Whereisyour ship? Whereis Sgéilsheilleache?”’

The questions sounded cold even to Hkuan' duv.

“We came upon and pursued a Y lladon ship, after hearing of a settlement raid.” Hisvoice faltered. “They
turned on uswith no regard for their own vessd . . . and burned the Pairvénean.”

Hkuan' duv blinked in chilled disbelief.

“Our hkoada sent aswimmer,” the hkomas added. “Which sent the Y [ladon to bottom.”

“Y ou had swimmers on acargo vessal?” Hkuan' duv asked, and then waved off the question before the
hkomas answered. “What of Sgéilsheilleache?’

The hkomas scowled, not expecting this exchange. “He left with the humans and amagjay-hi, traveling
south aong the coast.”

“Onfoot?’

“Yes, onfoot,” the man snapped. “How € s=?’

Shame flooded Hkuan' duv as he looked at the pinched, burned faces and frightened eyes of his people.
Their ship had been murdered and afourth of them with it, while he had sat waiting beyond the horizon
for Avranvard. She must have died in the battle, or she would have called him.

“Y ou have my sorrow,” he whispered and meant it. “We will take everyone aboard and get them home.”
The hkomas closed his eyes and nodded.

The skiff was|oaded first with those with the worst injuries. Hkuan' duv waded into the surf astwo more
skiffsarrived. He pulled one ashore and began hel ping his people climb in. Asthe last boarded,

Hkuan’ duv reached out and touched the hkomas's hand.

“I have others of my caste on board. Please tell them | wait here, and to bring al of our gear. Tell themto
ask the ship’s crew for as much white canvas or cloth asthey can spare. Safe journey and peaceto you.”
The hkomas nodded. “And to you . . . wherever you walk now.”

Hkuan' duv stood aone upon the shore, watching the skiffsrock through the surf toward the ship. Or was
he done?

He cocked his head at footsteps coming aong the beach behind him.

The sound fatered severd timesin afumbling attempt at slence. He did not turn until he knew this
amateur skulker was within reach, and then he found himself facing agirl with athick braid and oversized
boots.

“I am Avranvard,” shesaid quietly.

Hkuan' duv suppressed his surprise.

“Why did you not board with your crew?’ he demanded.

After aningant of her own shock, shereplied, “1 belong with you—"

“Why did you not contact me?’
“It al happened too quickly,” she rushed on, her voice pained. “1 was on deck amid thefire and could
not abandon my dutiesto sendword. | ... | triedto help . . . but everything was burning.”

Hkuan' duv breathed out through his mouth. This child was not to blame. She was not Anmagléhk and
never should have been placed in thisrole.

“Itisdl right,” hesaid. “Y ou followed your duty. No one would expect otherwise.”

Hewaited as Avranvérd regained her composure.

“Canyou tel me more of what happened?’ he asked.

She sniffed and began recalling bits and pieces of the marauder vessel’ sfirst sighting—and the strange
behavior of Magiere and the mgjay-hi. Shetold of the an’ Créan woman dangled over the side of the

Y lladon ship, cut loose to drown, and how Sgéilsheilleache had jumped overboard to go after her.
Beyond these detail s, events had become too chaotic for the girl to follow as she recounted trying to put
out the flames consuming the ship.

Hkuan' duv listened slently with patience.

“But on the beach,” Avranvérd added in the end, “ Sgéilsheilleache abandoned us! | told himwho | was .
.. that Mot Aged Father sent me. . . but he refused me and left with those humans.”

Hkuan' duv’slips parted in brief hesitation. “'Y ou did not tell him of my presence?’



She straightened. “ Of course not. My purpose was to watch and report to you, and nothing more. But
now | am cut off.”

“Do not be concerned. Join your crew, and you will be home again soon.”

Avranvéard stared at him, and her young features went dack. “But . . . | amwith you. | did just asMost
Aged Father asked me.”

Hkuan' duv was uncertain how to respond. What had this girl been promised?

“I must travel quickly,” he explained. “My team and | go south. Y ou must return with the ship.”

“No!” shenearly shouted. “1 am to be Anmaglahk! Most Aged Father promised. | will help you track
Léshil and the humans”

Hkuan' duv had no intention of explaining the skills required, ones Avranvard did not possess. Y et, for dl
she had done and all she had been through, he pitied her.

This sdfish, defiant young woman would never be accepted as an initiate. Her spirit was entirely
unsuitable. How could Most Aged Father promise such to someone who did not possess the necessary
potential ? But that liewas al Hkuan' duv had |eft to save Avranvard from hersdlf.

“If you are Anmaglahk,” he said sternly, “you will follow the request of your caste elder. Join your crew
and return to Ghoivne Ajhghe.”

“No!” she cried angrily. Then she cringed, looking at him—not unlike an obstinate child second-guessing
her outburst.

“Should | escort you to the ship?’ he asked.

Avranvéard slipsrolled inward, clenched tightly, but her eyes began to glisten. Before onetear could fall,
sheturned away and dropped to her haunches upon the rocky beach.

Hkuan' duv remained silent, even asthe skiff turned from the distant ship and headed back for shore with
his comrades. In part, he regretted any ill fedingstoward thisgirl, who had fed him information in the
pursuit of his purpose. But kindness was not always akindness. In the end, any solace he offered would
only sting Avranvérd more.

A’harhk’ nis, Kurhkége, and Danvarfij jumped into the surf and pulled the skiff ashore.

Avranvéard remained as dill and quiet asasmal stone on the beach. As Hkuan' duv’ s companionsjoined
him with their gear, the girl findly climbed into the skiff. The two crewmen pushed the boat back into the
surf.

Hkuan' duv fatered, caling out before he thought better of it. “In slence and in shadows. . . Avranvérd.”
She did not turn to acknowledge him.

“What wasthat about?’ Danvérfij asked, gazing after thegirl.

“Nothing,” he answered.

Thiswasthe firdt lie he had ever told Danvérfij. He had been asked to track—and perhaps
betray—members of his own caste, including the honorable Sgéilsheilleache. Now Most Aged Father
had made fal se promises to an immature girl. It was obvious that Avranvard had been denied admittance
to the caste once before. Why el se would she have been offered this odd purpose, and clingtoitin
frantic desperation?

Hkuan' duv stedled himsdlf againgt doubt.

Most Aged Father had aways placed the people’ swelfare above dl things. If he had donethis, then he
had a purpose.

“Sgéilsheilleache will keep to the coast for aslong aspossible” A’harhk’ nissaid. “If he and his charges
seek adestination in any mountains, they must round the far end of the Blade Range. They have over a
half day’slead on us”

A sengble assessment. “ Then let usbegin,” Hkuan' duv said and turned south at ajog.

But he glanced once at the ship, theliving Pairvanean, still floating upon the sea. That tawny vessd,
flickering with green in the sunlight, carried the girl with atwice-crushed dream.

Wynn tried to hide her relief when Sgéile called ahalt to the day’ strek.

Walking dl day after so much time aboard ship was an unexpected effort. By noon, her knees were
trembling, and near dusk she was struggling to keep up. Even worse, no one €lse was having the same
trouble.



Lees| wasonly too glad to have hisfeet on dry land, and Magiere' s obsession gripped her even harder.
Sgéletold her to dow down severd times during the day. Even Chap had difficulty keeping ahead of
Magiere,

Trudging aong behind everyone, Wynn had studied her companions. At times her sorrowful memories of
the night before seemed echoed in their expressions. No matter how hard shetried, she could not put
asde the fire and screams and smoke—and the sight of the ship’stawny deck blackened and splitting
beneeth the flames.

“Stop,” Sgdile called out. “We must make camp.”

Magiere whirled around at the lead. “ Ther€' s plenty of daylight left!”

“Preparations must be made before entering the mountains,” he said. “We will need this daylight, and
more each day, to gather necessities.”

Thankfully, Leesi| dropped his pack. “He sright. Hlp me start afire.”

He reached out for Magiere’ s hand. She bresthed through her mouth afew times, and findly let him pull
her dong.

Oshagathered their gear by afalen tree at the beach top, and Wynn crouched with him behind that
barrier againgt the wind.

“Thiswill do nicdy,” shesad.

Oshanodded, but he peered over the tree’ s weather-bleached trunk, watching where Lees| had taken
Magiere. Wynn hoped Leesi| could keep Magiere pacified in their dow progress, and she set to
ingpecting their supplies and gear.

So far, she’ d had no chance to see what Leesi| had salvaged from the ship. He had assured her that the
elven quill, ink, and parchments Gleann had given to her were in one of the packs. Chap cameto St
beside her.

Wynn studied the deeves of her coat. She had worn it afew timesto satisfy Magiere, but the garment felt
congtricting and heavy—and she had lost Chane' s cloak in thefire.

What of the cold lamp crystal?

She blinked at Chap’ s sudden question, and reached inside her coat to the pocket of her elven tunic.
“Itissafe” she answered.

Oshaturned a puzzled glance her way, obvioudy thinking she spoketo him.

“Never mind,” shetold him. “Jugt . . . itisnothing.”

Hewrinkled his brow and went off to scavenge firewood.

ToWynn'ssurprise, Sgéile knelt down to examine the packs, and his tan, handsome face leaned close to
hers. His manner had changed since their first meeting, though he remained reserved in her company.
“Do we have a cooking pot?’ he asked.

Together, they pulled objects from the packs. Wynn found alarge pouch of herbal tea, dso severd flints,
coils of thin rope made from silken fibers, three water flasks—but only two wooden mugs. They would
have to share.

“Ah, here,” she sad, pulling out atin pot. “We can make tea, but we will need more fresh water soon.”
“Wewill find streams dong the way. But in the mountains, higher up, we must melt snow to fill our
flasks”

Wynn looked at their few other belongings.

“Lees| grabbed sometarp and two small blankets.” She sghed. “But nofood . . . after dl Magiere's
careful preparations. We never anticipated being shipwrecked.”

Sgédile reached behind himsdlf, beneath his cloak, and pulled out afolded square of green-gray. When he
shook it out, it became a drawstring bag of reasonable size.

“Come,” hesaid. “Firewill be more of aconcern in the heights than water.”

Wynn was uncertain of his meaning, but she followed him into the trees above the beach. Chap trotted
after her.

The landscape was appeding in a harsh way. White-edged waves tumbled against the beach below,
driving foaming arches up the gravelly shore and sending soft spray into the ar over craggy jetties. The
rough foothills were covered with dense pockets of spruce and aspen, and Wynn spotted thick



redwoods higher up. To the west and above, the snow-capped peaks of the Blade Range cut the sky.
More directly south, she thought she could make out where they ended far away. Somewhere in that
direction wastheir way into the higher mountains, the Pock Peaks.

“Look here,” Sgéile said and crouched down.

Wynn clambered along the sharp dant between the trees. Where he pointed she saw anima droppings at
the base of an aspen.

“From adeer?’ she asked. “Areyou going hunting?’

“No, I will find sealife near the jetties. Y ou can gather droppings and put them in thisbag.”
“Excuseme?” Wynn said.

“If Oshaor | havetime, wewill help,” Sgéile added. “This must be done every evening so long aswe
have opportunity. We will dry what wefind by thefire”

Wynn wrinkled her nose. “Y ou want meto collect . . . anima dung?’

“Yes,” heanswered, asif the reason were obvious. “ From what little Magiere described, we will go far
above any treeline, wherethereislittle or no fue for afire. Herbivore droppings can be burned, and this
may be our only source of heat.”

“Oh...cever,” Wynnsaid, but it was still adisgusting task. She kndlt at the aspen’ s base, cdling out,
“Chap, timeto put your nose to work.”

Chap let out arumbling whine and licked hisnose at her, but he began poking about the rough dope.
When Wynn looked up, Sgéile was gone. She picked up her first chunk of dung with only forefinger and
thumb and dropped it quickly into the sack.

She kept at thisuntil daylight waned, following Chap’s huffs and barksto find fuel more quickly than she
could by sight. In the end, they bardly filled the bottom of the sack. Wynn decided to clean her handsin
the sea and headed down for the beach.

When she emerged on the rocky shore, she did not see their camp. Rather than stop to wash just yet, she
stepped farther out and looked both ways. She spotted the old downed tree to the north and headed of f
with Chap following. Before she was astone’ sthrow from camp, she dowed, and al thoughts of
cleanliness emptied from her heed.

Sgéile and Osha stood bent over in hip-deep water where the surf was calmer behind arocky outcrop.
They were bare to thewaist, their cloaks and tunics lying high on the beach. A pile of slvery fishwriggled
on therocks near their clothing.

The two eves kept as dtill astrees with their hands sunk just below the water’ s surface. Their blond hair
hung loose across their tan shoulders.

Oshadropped sharply, his arms spearing deep into the water.

He straightened, droplets spraying off hiswet arms, and aflat gray form thrashed in his hands. He waded
quickly toward the beach, and when the foaming surf receded to his shins, he flung the captured flounder
onto the grave.

“How many?’ heaskedin Elvish.

Wynn gstarted and then hurried over tothe pile. “Um.. . . eight.”

But Osha had aready waded back out to Sgéile, and they spoke too low for her to hear over the surf.
Wynn kept staring. Osha seemed different—Iless awkward, amost graceful in the undulating water,
catching fish with his bare hands. He turned back with Sgéile and they waded toward her and stepped
smoothly out of the surf.

Wynn fidgeted with a strange nervous energy, asif Oshawere astranger. Half-dressed, with the ends of
wet slken hair clinging to hisshoulders, helooked so. . .

“What iswrong?’ he asked.

Wynn swallowed. “Nothing . . . um. . . wewill never egt al these tonight.”

“There are waysto makeit last longer,” Oshaanswered with asmile.

He and Sgéile began pulling on their tunics. Wynn looked away until they finished.

“Can you carry our cloaks?” Oshaasked and, without waiting, he snatched up the remaining catch and
headed off after Sgéile.

“Of course,” Wynn answered, but as she crouched to pick them up, she spotted Chap.



He was squatting on the gravel, watching her intently, and then glanced once after Osha before wrinkling
hisbrows at her. A heated blush spread over Wynn'sface.

“Just keep your muzzle shut!” she said and quickly bundled up the cloaksto stalk off.

Back at camp, Lees| had started the fire and aready boiled water for tea. Magiere leaned against the
fallen tree. She faced toward the south.

Sgdile and Osha st to cleaning fish over ahole they had dug in the gravel. Once done, they buried the
waste and spitted severd fish to roast over the flames. They hung the rest of their catch higher above the
fire' srising smoke. Osha produced asmall pouch and pinched out a green powder. He rubbed thisall
over the hanging fish.

Chap whined and licked hismuzzle.

“Not long now,” Sgéile said.

“Why so much?’ Lees| asked. “ The extrawon’t smoke or even dry fully by morning.”

“Yes—they will,” Sgéile answered. “Oshaisusing powdered cl’leichiojh.”

“Woodridge?” Wynn asked. “ The tree growths Osha showed me on our journey through your land?’
Sgéile nodded.

“Hold on,” Leesll cut in. “He srubbing fungusal over our food?’

Sgéile shook hishead. “It is edible and has astringent properties. We must build food stores before
reaching the high range Magiere seeks.”

Magiere continued staring south, her features intently drawn. Her fingers kept clutching and scraping
absently upon the dead tre€’ s gray wood. Wynn exchanged a glance of mutual concern with Sgéile.
Fortunately the water reached boiling, and they set to making tea

For thefirgt time, Wynn was genuindly glad Sgéile had chosen to come with them.

And Oshaaswell.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Wedtid had rested through the day in the makeshift tent Chane had rigged among the beach-top trees,
but he had not fallen dormant. He still possessed enough dixir to kegp him conscious for many days, so
he' d merdly remained quiet until Chane and the ferals roused. Now the monks crawled to their hands and
knees around him. Despite their long swim, their tabards were still bloodstained.
“Shehasalong lead,” Chanesad. “Likely traveling dl day.”
Welgtiel knew Chane strue thoughts were not fixed on Magiere but rather on hislittle scholar, Wynn.
Such atrivid matter did not deserve attention. He left the tent and walked through the growing darkness
down to the gravel beach, to crouch and pull out his domed brass plate.
“Straight south,” Chane said, standing over him. * Between the Blade Range and the ocean, she can only
follow the shore”
“For now,” Welstid responded.
He stood up, not liking having Chane at his back, and decided not to scry for Magiere. It would be
pointless so early in her journey. His main concern wasto follow her closely enough not to missany
major course change—and yet keep his group beyond her or Chap’ s range of awareness. A finelineto
walk.
The monks clambered downd ope, sniffing the shore air.
“Have them pack up,” Wedtid sad. “Wewill sart as soon asthey finish.”
Despite recent events, he believed himsdlf in agood position. Still unaware of his presence, Magiere was
moving onward.
The sister of the dead will lead you.
Of hisformer patron’ staunts, this one phrase held true. He would allow her to lead, without needing to
rein her in under his control.
Two ferals mewled softly in agitation. Jakeb began dapping atree with his hand and then motioning
southward. Sabel grabbed Chane' sarm.
“Chhhhhaaan,” she durred, and dragged Chane a short distance past Jakeb' stree.
“What isit?” Weldtid asked.
“I do not know,” Chane answered. “ Their senses are stronger than mine, evenwhen . ..”
Hefdl slent, hisnogtrilsflaring wide as he looked off through the trees.
“Life?” Chanewhispered. “They could not beso closeand .. . . wait . . . itisgone.”
Wegtie hurried over. Chane' s sense of smell was more devel oped than his own, but Welstiel doubted
Magiere could be this close—or could she? His concern turned to anxiety.
Had she or one of her companions been injured? Or had something el se delayed her? He could not alow
Magiereto learn of hisgroup’s presence; she must not have warning.
“Wait here,” he said. “Keep the monks quiet. Get them back in the tentsif | do not return by dawn.”
“By dawn?’ Chane asked in surprise. “Where are you going?’
“Doasl ingruct!”
He pushed past dong the rough forested dope, staying clear of the beach. If Magiere was ahead, hisring
would hide him from her. He caught only glimpses of the ocean as he worked hisway south. Then he
began sniffing about for himsaf, until hefinaly picked up a scent.
He crept on, and the odor sharpened more frequently on the unpredictable ocean breeze twisting through
thefoliage. Then it seemed to surround him from within the trees, and he hated, peering about with his
sensesfully opened.
Life-blood filled his nogtrils, but it was different and faintly familiar— earthy and rich, yet less musky than
ahuman’s. He closed his eyes, with the scent filling his head, waiting for atriggered memory . ..
Of the lower levels of Darmouth’ s keep.
A tdl figure clad in agreen-gray cloak carrying another over his shoulder.
Welstiel opened hiseyes.
Hesmdled dves.
He stepped onward, and the scent broke and faded in the breeze. So he reversed until it strengthened



once more. And yet he saw nothing. He turned dl the way around.

They were here—he had to be right on top of them.

Hkuan' duv heard footfalls on falen leaves as something gpproached from the north. 1t was still aways off
when he tapped his companions awake. He swiftly motioned them into the dense heights of the nearby
pines and evergreens, and they climbed and vanished from sight.

He stood watching north, and when he saw aswell as heard movement, he backed into the depths of a
thick fir, melding againgt its bark. He pushed up hisface wrap until its edge dipped over hisnose, and
then tilted his head down so his cowl shadowed his eyes.

The stillness of thought is a silence, unheard and unnoticed.

The silence of flesh |eaves only shadow, impenetrable and intangible.

Thiswas how Eillean, Léshil’ s grandmother, had once tried to describeit, as she sat with him onelong
night in Crijheéiche. So seldom had they crossed paths. And that night, two Greimasy' éh attempted to
describe the mysteries of slence and shadow. In the end, they merdly chuckled at each other—for who
could truly put such into words?

Hkuan’ duv loosened his cloak and pulled its folds around himself. He let hismind clear, becoming
nothing but an empty vessd filled by what his senses perceived. Sinking into aquiescence of mind, body,
and spirit, helet the shadows embrace him.

A stranger waked straight through the spot where his comrades had rested moments ago.

Pale-skinned, even for ahuman, the man’ s dark hair was marred by white patches at histemples. His
well-tailored cloak was shabby and his boots scuffed, asif he had walked countless leagues. The man
stopped and sniffed the air.

He turned acomplete circle, wandered the sharply doped little clearing, and then returned to its center,
scenting the air once more. He came so close that his shoulder brushed the branch tips of thefir

Hkuan' duv stood within.

The man’seyes glittered softly, hisirises nearly colorless.

Without moving, without thought, Hkuan' duv drew air through his nogtrils. A stale scent, devoid of
human swest, lingered benesth the odor of thefir.

Wedtid smelled more than one ef—three, maybe four. The scent hung in the small clearing, waxing and
waning in the shifting breeze. Y et no matter where he turned, no matter where helooked, he saw no one.
Magiere s venture among the elves might explain their presence. But why would they trail her—or were
they following Lees|? Either way, he worried how this might affect his plans. He wanted no oneto get
between himsdf and Magiere.

The scent of life waned, diminishing, until he smelled only moss and needles and the sdted breeze. He
peered about but ill saw nothing, and findly turned back north to where Chane and his monks waited.
Weldtie could not hunt something he could not find.

When Hkuan' duv logt Sight of the stranger, he clicked histongue threetimes, telling his companionsto
wait. Sipping from the shadows, he followed the stranger’ strail. At aglimpse of movement ahead, he
dowed, pausing until it disappeared. He followed again in silence, tracking the pale human by sound.
Then he heard grunting and snorting.

Hkuan'duv closed in, one silent step at atime. Asthe sounds grew closer, he spotted more movement in
aclearing just above the beach. He sdled into an aspen, barely making itsleaves shiver. Once again, he
let shadow take him.

The dark-haired stranger approached another human, tall and younger with red-brown hair. All around
them, others moved like haf-crouched beasts, snuffling in agitation. They showed some fearful obeisance
to the dark-haired man. Their faces were twisted, and their eyes glittered like his. Ther tabards and
robes were splattered with dark stains.

Thetdl young one spoke. “Wasit Magiere?’

Hkuan' duv closed his eyes, letting their wordsfill hisemptied mind. The strangers spoke Belaskian in low
tones, and the younger man’ s voice never rose above a hoarse rasp.

“No. .. donot think so,” answered the man with white temples.

“Then what? Who else could possibly be out here? Some Y lladon survivor?’



“Not them,” the elder answered. “They would not . . .”

Someone began savagely sniffing the air, and Hkuan' duv parted hiseydids.

Severd of the crouching figures snarled and inched aong the danted forest floor.

“What now?’ the dark-haired man asked.

“I do not scent anything,” his companion answered. “They grew agitated when you left. It may be nothing
morethan wildlife”

Hkuan’ duv had been detected somehow. What were these robed humans who acted like beasts? He
dropped low, bunching his cloak and pulling itsfolds snugly close. He dipped into the forest assilently as
aprowling majay-hi. It took only afew breaths before he was certain no one was pursuing him.

Once clear, he sped up and dipped swiftly through the trees. He whistled softly before entering the
clearing, and his comrades dropped from above.

“Who washe?” A’harhk’nis asked. “He did not bresthe aswe do.”

“Andsopde...,” Kurhkége added, “like the one Most Aged Father accused before the council of
elders. This can be no coincidence.”

“What did you find?" Danvérfij asked softly.

Hkuan' duv was unsure how much to discuss—as he was uncertain himsalf. Magiere had been accused of
being an undead. Though the council of clan elders had dismissed Most Aged Father’ s charges, the
patriarch’ sfirm belief had never wavered.

Magiere, the monster and undead, had walked fregly in the protected realm of the an’ Créan. Now
others, so smilar in coloring and attributes, trailed her.

“An entire group camps some distance behind us,” Hkuan' duv findly said. “I counted seven. | believe
they arefollowing Magiereaswell, but | do not know why.”

“How did they cometo be here, so close upon her heds?” A’harhk’ nis asked, hisvoice hard. “Did they
make any mention of the Ylladon?’

Hkuan’ duv shook his head. “The hkomas said their ship was destroyed.” "A Péirvanean was also
burned,” Danvérfij pointed out, “and yet most of our people reached shore.”

Hkuan' duv had considered this.

“Should we capture one of them?” Kurhkage suggested. “ Perhaps glean more information?’

Hkuan' duv saw hazardsin such a pursuit. When finished, they would haveto kill the prisoner . . . thing . .
. to maintain secrecy. He looked at Danvarfij.

She shook her head.

“They know little to nothing of our presence,” she said, “and pose no immediate thregt to us or to
Sgéilsheilleache and Osha. But if these pale ones have a claim concerning Magiere, they could be useful
later. We cannot |eave Sgéilshellleache at odds between our purpose and his guardianship.”

“If they posses ussful knowledge,” A”harhk’ nis countered, “we must haveit. And if they murdered our
ship, they should die.”

Hkuan' duv glanced a Kurhkage, who looked silently troubled. It was clear he saw merit in both his
companions arguments. Duty and sense required that Hkuan' duv listen to al worthwhileinput, but the
find choicewashis.

“Wewill watch and wait,” he said. “But now we are monitoring two separate quarry at once. . . one of
which appearsto travel by night. We must move farther up into the foothills, ranging lower only as
needed to track them. Wewill need dl your skills, A’ harhk’ nis.”

“Of course, Greimasgy' 8h,” he answered.

Hkuan' duv’ s decison ended dl discussion.

Just past dawn, Chap watched Sgéile, Osha, and Wynn pack up the dried fish. Leesi| broke camp and
then joined Magiere, who was once more peering southward over thefdlen tree.

Chap had heard her murmuring in the night. Though Leesi tried to comfort and quiet her, Chap had
dipped into her degp-muddied mind. Hetried to bury her dark dreams benesth recollections of hearth
and home, of warm nightsin the crowded Sea Lion Tavern, where familiar townsfolk filled the common
room with chatter and clanking tankards.

His efforts were fruitless. Each memory he called up was quickly obliterated by the one of perpetud ice



clinging to asix-towered castle. And for an instant, he glimpsed a pae-faced figure flicker past the
frost-glazed pane of awindow.

Now Magiere stood by thefallen tree, dressed in breeches and hauberk, with her black hair unbound
and her falchion on her hip. The Chein’ & slong dagger was tucked dantwise into the back of her thick
belt. Her dark eyes shone in the morning light with ahard intensity.

Sster of thedead . . . my child. . . lead on!

Chap recoiled at those words rising from Magiere’ s memories, back-stepping once as he pulled from her
mind.

That voice hissng in the darkness of her thoughts. . . like something on the edge of his own memories
that he could not place. He shivered, and when he looked up, Magiere was watching him.

Chap' s earthly ingtincts screamed that they should turn back. And in that fatering instant, he considered
committing asin. He remembered alaw of the Fay:

Whatever they might do otherwise, no one of them would ever endave the will of any being.

In part, thiswas why he had chosen to be“born” rather than invade the spirit of one aready living. But if
he wished, he could take Magiere, possess her even for amoment, and turn her from thisjourney. In his
time with her and Leesi|, he had come to respect their need for free will. So how could he take that from
her now?

For that matter . . . why did he think of endavement asthefirst “sn” of the Fay?

And how did these sudden fragments of his memories—and the voice of Magiere’ s dreams—connect to
thisartifact she sought?

More missing piecesthat hiskin had torn from him a his“birth.”

Magiere reached down to stroke his head.

“When we get there, I’ll know what to do,” she whispered.

The others were packed up and ready to leave. Lees| stood with Sgéile, and Wynn walked with Osha,
chatting away in Elvish, forgetting to enforce his practice of Belaskian.

Chap turned his eyes up to the west, and the high wall of the Blade Range, seemingly distant beyond the
forested foothills. He traced the jagged silhouette far southward to where the range broke against the
even higher snow-capped mountains.

“WEe |l travel the coast aslong aspossible” shesaid. “I’ll know when we need to turn inland.”

Lees| took her hand.

Asthe others headed down the open beach, Chap remained alittle longer. He had forsaken everything to
protect his charges from deeth and from their fates. But a chill ran benegth histhick coat, asif the worst
was yet to come, and he dropped his head, fedling helpless.

Hetried to focus on Wynn' slight chatter to Osha about screeching seabirds whedling high above the
shore. And he loped after them acrossthe gravelly beach.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Chane was still young in his undead existence and, at times, felt he knew too little of his new nature.
Almost afull moon had passed, and now he and Welstiel climbed into the high, snow-choked Pock
Peaks south of the Blade Range. He gave little thought to the temperature dropping lower each night, as
he never truly felt the cold.

As dawn approached, hisfingerswould not close.

Chane stared at his hands, paler than ever before.

“Welstid?" he rasped.

Jakeb whimpered and began biting at hisfingers.

Chanetried to fold hisfingers againgt histhigh. Hislegs had stiffened and barely moved.

Welgtid cursed under his bresth and dropped heavily to hisknees, digging furioudy in the snow with
diffened fingers.

“Set up shelter, quickly,” he ordered, but hiswords were haf-mumbled.

“Whét is happening to us?’ Chane demanded.

Sabel and Sethe wrestled with the tent’ s cold-stiffened canvas as Welstid uncovered aflat rock beneath
the snow. He fumbled with his pack, but his hands were too iff to open it. In theend, he smply bit
through the flap’ stie and dug clumsly inside before drawing out what he sought. The steel hoop with
dark etchings was hooked over hiswrist, and he dropped it in the hollow.

At the clang of stedl upon stone, Chane remembered the hoop’ s scent and taste of char. He no longer felt
hislegs, but he kept slent, waiting to see what Welstid would do.

Humming softly, Welstid swept stiff fingers around the sted hoop, and its hair-thin linesand symbols
began to change. Red sparks appeared, quickly spread, and those dark etchings brightened until al the
hoop’s markings were asfiery asasmith’ sforge. Heat began to emanate from the stedl.

“Thaw your hands,” Welstid ordered, “but keep them till until they loosen . . . or you could lose afinger.
We do not have enough stored life to repair severed digits.”

Chane dropped hard to his knees, relieved he could bend at all, and glared at Welstidl.

“Why did you not warn me!” he hissed.

“I thought if we kept moving,” Welgtiel began, “we would not succumb to—"

“Answer me!” Chane spit back.

“We have bodies, dead or not,” Welstidl returned in alow voice, “ susceptibleto freezing . . . but unlike
theliving, we do not succumb to pain . . . so we had no warning.”

More secrets of Chane' s new existence—fire and beheading were not the only thingsfor aNoble Dead
to fear. And again, he' d narrowly escaped a harsh lesson before Welstid finaly reveded thetruth in little
pieces.

“Put out your hands!” Chane whispered at the ferals.

He held his own above the arcane source of heat. Monks scrambled in around him to do likewise. Within
moments, Chane sfingers began to flex, though hislegs and arms were il stiff.

They raised the tent over the snow hollow and the glowing hoop, and then huddled together once more
around the source of warmth. Welstidl shed his gloves, warming hisfingers more directly, and Chane
noticed hisring of nothing was now on hisleft hand. Perhaps the change meant nothing, and he never
asked. He would not get an answer anyhow, and he passed the crawling timein seething over Welstid’s
continued secrecy.

The only thing keeping him steady as he fdlt the sun rise outside the tent was the knowledge that Wynn
had survived the shipwreck.

During one predawn pause in the foothills of the Broken Range, Welstidl had dipped down to the shore
to check Magiere strail. Chane could stand it no longer. He had followed at a distance, watching from
hiding.

Welstiel had crouched low just beyond the reach of the noisy surf surging up the beach, and then he went
alittlefarther, turning toward the tree line. He stopped to study the ground there. When hefindly turned
away, he headed back toward camp at adow and steady pace. Whatever Welstiel sought, he looked no



further.

Chane knew what Welstid had found.

Magiere had findly turned into the foathills, headed for the mountains.

The moment Welstiel was out of sight, Chane had rushed south through the trees rather than heading for
the beach. He came upon a stream weaving down the rocky dope. At alip of sod overhanging the
trickling water, he found three ditinct footprints among othersin the mucky earth. Small and narrow,
they could only be Wynn's,

As Chane hunched in the tent over the glowing stedl hoop, he clung to that memory. He tried to shut out
the presence of Welstiel and the ferals as he curled up on the ground. Soon dormancy took him, and he
sank in the brief respite of dreamless nothingness for the day.

More nights passed.

Weldtie led them on, dwaysfollowing after Magiere. Each night, the temperature dropped lower asthey
climbed higher. Chane learned to keep moving.

Aslong ashedid so, hisbody ressted freezing. Friction was also useful, for though his dead flesh
generated no heat, rubbing hisjoints harshly and often kept them limber. He taught the ferdsto do the
same.

The stedd hoop became a common sight, aways present at dawn when they crawled into the tent.
Sometime during the day’ s dormancy, its burning lines aways faded to charcoa black. When they rose
at dusk, Weldtid briefly renitialized the hoop while they broke camp.

Chanetried to study it, to learn more.

One night, Welstidl shut down the hoop but was distracted by another disturbance from Sethé. He left
the hoop lying in the snow hollow, and Chane surreptitioudy crouched and reached for it.

He snatched his hand back at the sizzle of his fingertips and stepped away before Welstid saw him.
When Welstid returned from giving another begting to Sethe, he absently reached down for the hoop to
return it to his pack. Chane heard nothing as Welstidl gripped it, and he suppressed his awe—and his
frugtration. Weldtiel did not even flinch.

Chane appreciated secrecy. No mage reveaed more than he had to. But he wastired of Welstiel doling
out tidbits concerning undead existence only when necessary. Now it appeared that Welstid’ sarcane
knowledge was grester than Chane had estimated.

To create an object that conjured fire within itsalf was one thing. But Welstid’ s stedl hoop included
something more that made only him immuneto its damaging effects. But afew nights|later, amore
immediate problem reared up. The last of Welstid’ s stored life dixir was gone, and the monks grew
difficult to control—especialy Sethe.

Chane awoke one dusk to find Welstiel gone. He stepped quickly from the tent to find his half-mad
companion stting in the snow, scrying for Magiere.

“| fed shedraws closeto her destination,” Welstid said, asif sensng Chane' s presence.

Chane did not care. The monotony of hunger, cold, and suffering continued each night. And for
what—the promise of a better existence?

“Then we are not long from completing our bargain,” Chane whispered.

“Yes” Weldtid answered. “Y ou will have your letter of introduction to the sages guild.”

A twinge whipped through Chane. The beast insde of him scurried into acorner, hiding from an unseen
threat. Chane stared at Welstidl’ s back.

This had happened once before, as he had |eft the monastery behind Welstidl. Twice wastoo much to
ignore.

What was this abrupt panic springing from mere words that only hisinstinct seemed to know? Not just
suspicion or wariness, but an achein his head, like atrophied muscles used too harshly before they could
be strengthened.

But the sensation |eft Chane with one unexplained certainty.

Weldtiel waslying to him.

A full moon after the shipwreck, Magiere tightened her coat’ s collar and resecured her face wrap
beneath her hood. Fortunately, Osha had carried aspare pair of gloves. The fingers were too long, but



shedid not care. Sheforced one foot after another through the deep snow.

After finally reaching the high mountain dtitudes of the Pock Pesks, south of the Blade Range, she had
not seen atreein thelast six days. Only crusted snow choked the paths between jagged outcrops and
canyonwalls, and charcoal black peaks speared into the dingy white sky.

Theicy winds were harsher than those of the Broken Range, when Leesi| had dragged her through to the
Elven Territories. And worse, breething took effort. They halted often in the thin, frigid air and buckled
wherethey stood to catch their breath.

Daylight waned, and Magiere could barely make out anyone' s face benesth their cowls, hoods, and the
cloth wraps Leesi| had made by shredding spare clothing.

Chap pushed on ahead. Wind-driven snow coated the blanket lashed around his body and neck. Leesi
and Sgéile trudged directly behind Magiere. Wynn and Osha staggered along at the rear.

Wynn wastoo fragile for thisterrain, and her small body lost heat quickly. Her short legstook more
stepsto cover the same distance as the others. Osha had never been outside the elven forest and its
congtant climate. The cold heights were proving a shock to his body, and he had the most trouble
breething.

But these worries remained faint in Magiere' s obsessed thoughts. Only the pull upward and the dreams
mattered. Only finding the orb before anyone el se could.

Chap barked from ahead, and Sgéile struggled past Magiere.

“Here,” he cdlled, voice muffled benesth hisface wrap.

Magiere amogt shouted at him to keep moving. They ill had daylight, and shewas ill on her feet. She
had to go on.

Chap struggled halfway back through the deep snow. He stood in her path and would not move.
Magierelooked beyond him.

He'd found adepression at agranitewall’ sbase. The vertical face curved away from the wind, and the
pocket was large enough for them to take shelter.

So far, Sgéile and Chap had managed to find a suitable place to camp each night. In the worst cases,
Sgéile and Osha piled and packed snow walls, which they would then roof and enclose with acanvas
tarp. Everyone huddled together, sharing coats and cloaks as blankets, having long abandoned al sense
of modesty.

Magiere heaved a breath, and its vapor tore away in the wind. She knew they couldn’t pass up shelter so
closeto dusk.

Lees| trudged over and looked inside the depression’ s mouth, only the dits of hiseyesvisblewithin his
cowl.

“Thisisgood,” he said. “We can curtain the opening with canvas. . . and trap some heet from thefire.”
Oshd s hands shook as hetried to dig in his pack, and Sgéile took the pack from him.

“Youand Wynngoinsde,” he ordered.

Without aword, Osha crawled to the depression’ s back with Wynn close behind. He leaned against the
stone wall, opening his cloak, and she collapsed against him. He drew the cloak closed, and she became
nothing but a gray-green lump on his chest.

Sgdile pulled hisface wrap down, exposing cracked lips as he glanced at Leesil. They were both freezing
and exhausted.

Magierefindly rolled her pack off her shoulders.

Without aword, they set to staking the canvastarp to block the depression’ s entrance. When they
finished, Magiere took the smal pot from Sgéile' s pack.

“Start thefire,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’ll get snow to melt.”

She dipped out through the canvas s edge as Sgéile arranged a smdll pile of deer droppingsand Leesl|
retrieved thelr nightly rations.

They weredl sick of berries, which turned mushy once thawed, and flaking fish made bitter with
powdered fungus. Most of them couldn’t even take food until they’ d downed teaor hot water to warm
up. For the past three nights, Wynn only wanted deep when she stopped, and someone dways had to
force her to edt.



Magiere scraped the pot againgt the snow, filling it, and ducked back into their enclosure. The stench of
smoldering dung filled the space. The bardly recognizable lump of Oshaand Wynn hegped together
hadn't changed, except that Chap now lay curled up against Wynn. The shelter began to grow warmer,
at least abovefreezing.

Lees| unwrapped hishands and pulled the tattered cloth from hisface. Hislipsand the skin around his
eyeswere badly chapped. He leaned against the depression’ s side, rubbing his hands together as he held
them out to thetiny fire. Magiere settled beside him as Sgéile took the pot from her.

“We should let Oshaand Wynn rest awhile,” Lees| said. “ Even into midday tomorrow.”

“Midday?’ Magiere hissed. It was hard enough to St through the night, waiting for another dawn.
“They needit,” Lees| said and grasped her hand. “Weadl do. . . including you. We'll travel better after,
and | doubt we'll find shelter likethisagain.”

Magieretried to relax beside him, shoulder to shoulder, but inside, she quaked with the urge to move on.
Hkuan' duv halted when he saw A’ harhk’ nis hopping back across the deep snow. The scout’ s early
return meant he had tracked their quarry more quickly than expected.

“ Sgéilsheilleache found ashdlow cave and called for early camp,” he said.

Hkuan’ duv nodded and pointed to asmall outcrop. “We can set up behind those rocks.”

Neither Danvarfij nor Kurhkage spoke asthey pulled off their makeshift overcloaks of white sailcloth.
During the days, the garments made it harder for them to be spotted in the snow. At night they draped
them over the tent, camouflaging it.

They had remained behind and to the north of Sgéilsheilleache’ s group, but A’ harhk’ nis often scouted
closer, dipping unnoticed through the frozen dopes and crags. He d so tracked the pale pair of men and
their crouching companions, who steadfastly remained farther behind. At first the distance they kept had
confused Hkuan' duv, as nights here were aslong as the days, providing these nocturnd travelersample
timeto catch up.

“They travel dowly on purpose,” A’ harhk’ nis had told him. “They seem even more hesitant than we to
draw close”

A’harhk’ nis suffered least from cold and dtitude. He had ranged for many yearsin al forms of wild
climate and terrain. Kurhkége and Danvérfij were more accustomed to covert purposesin urban aress,
the former in the southern coastal regions and the latter in the wetlands of Droevinka. A whole moon on
light rationsin thisfrigid range took itstoll on the two.

Hkuan' duv removed linked pieces of wooden rods from his pack and assisted A’ harhk’ nisin erecting the
tent.

“We are hidden enough for asmdl fire,” he said. “Can you take first watch?’

It was unfair to ask thisof A”harhk’ nis after he had scouted for most of the afternoon, but the others
needed to rest.

“I amusudly gill avake,” A’harhk’ nis answered, “when Kurhkége sarts snoring.”

A wesk but welcome jest, and Hkuan' duv began building asmal firewith elk droppingsthey had
gathered in the foothills. Soon small, stinking flames danced before the tent’ s opening, and he ushered
Danvarfij and Kurhkégeinside.

Crawling in after them, Hkuan’ duv pulled down his face wrap. The quarters were cramped but thereby
better for sharing hest.

“Areyouwel?’ he asked.

Danvarfij uncovered her face, and only haf-smiled with chapped lips. “ Of course—and | need no
nursemaid. We have dl spent nightsin the cold.”

“Not likethis” Kurhk&ge said.

Hkuan' duv agreed, but if Kurhkége or Danvarfij were in trouble, he needed to know.

“No,” she agreed softly. “Not like this.”

Hkuan' duv pulled out hisbedroll, and Danvérfij untied her own.

“Do you think we are near the destination?” she asked.

Thiswas as close as she would ever cometo telling him she could not last much longer.

“A’harhk’ nis sayswe now climb the highest of the Pock Pesks,” he answered, “so they could not go



much farther.”

He did not add that each day they went on meant another day for the journey back.

“Rest, both of you,” he commanded. “I will see how A’ harhk’ nisfareswith the tea.”

“Will you bring me shortbread, too?” Danvérfij asked with adight scowl. “Oh, and if you spot a
wandering snow hare, you could shoot it for me aswell.”

He looked into her face, her words areminder that this was not the time nor the place for lost sentiment
to muddle their purpose.

“There are no rabbits up thishigh,” he answered and crawled out.

But as Hkuan' duv stood in the cold darkness beside their smdll fire, he knew asmal part of him would
regret thismission’send. In Danvérfij’ s company, hedid not fed done.

The dreamer flew closer to the castle with ahissing voice whispering al around.

Here...itishere. .. only steps away and your journey nears an end.

Six towersloomed, their ice fringes and the rocky peaks more familiar.

Shewas so close.

Then she stood upon the stone steps before the high iron doors.

Only stepsaway . . . and the castle vanished.

Magiere dipped sdeways off the depresson’ swall, flopping to the frozen ground before the hanging
canvas. Through the crack aong that curtain’s edge, she saw aworld of snow and ice, waiting so close.
She crawled into the open and trudged off into the night.

Wynn lay half-conscious againgt Osha, both of them reclined on apile of packs againgt the wdl. She
could fed Chap curled up against her back.

Too exhausted for true deep, she loathed the thought of opening her eyesto aworld of endless snow and
ice. Outside the cramped shdlter, a hard wind whistled through the peaks.

The cave and Osha’ s body offered warmth, and beneath the wind' s noise, she heard their small fire
Spuitter. Sgéile must have kept it burning and, even better, Lees| promised they would rest late into the
morning.

Oshd s chest rose and fell beneath Wynn' s head, and Chap was snoring again. Even if she could not fall
adeep, these sounds and small movements brought her comfort. She had never suffered so much asin
the past moon.

A numbing pain in her right foot grew every day, cregping up her calf. Today it had spread to her |eft
foot, asif her body were warning her that it would soon quit atogether. Her eyes burned from so many
daysof blinding white.

Sherolled off Osha s chest and wrapped her arm around Chap. The dog' s snoring ceased when she
tried to pull him againgt her, but he wastoo heavy.

“Scoot closer,” Wynn whispered. “Move your rump!”

Chap grumbled and sidled in, and Wynn pressed her face into the fur between his shoulders.

“Only steps.. .. away . .. ,” someone murmured. “. . . Journey nears an end.”

Wynn tried to lift her head, barely cracking her eyes open.

Sgéile dept on Osha' s other side, and beyond Chap, Lees| leaned againgt the wall in deep deep. Wynn
laid her head back on Chap’s shoulders, closing her eyes.

A cold breeze gusted into the shelter under the rustle of canvas. Chap shifted, and Wynn's head rolled
off hisshoulder.

“No,” she groaned, “it cannot be morning. Just lie dtill. Sgéilewill tdll uswhenitistimeto get up.”

But Chap did not settle. Maybe he needed to go outside and relieve himsdf. Wynn’sarm did off his
back asherose, and shetried pulling part of Osha's cloak over herself.

Another cold gust reached her as she heard Chap dip out.

Gone! She has gone on without us!

Chap' s multitongued words shouted in Wynn' s haf-awake mind. She flinched and lifted her head.
Who was gone?

Wynn looked blearily about. Everyone dept deeply and the sight only made her moreweary. Leesl’'s
chest barely even moved, and just beyond him.. ..



Magiere was not there.

Wynn blinked to clear her sght. She scrambled over Lees|’ slegsfor the canvas, and he barely tirred.
When she stuck her head out into the harsh wind, snow stung her face, and she shielded her eyeswith a
hand.

The world was barren darkness above the dim gray of night-shrouded snow. Then aslver shadow
bounded toward her.

Wake the others—Magiere is gone!

Chap' swordsfilled Wynn's head an instant before he took full shapein the blizzard, earsflattened ashe
struggled across the snow.

“Magiere?’ Wynn shouted. “Where are you?’

Get them up!

Wynn ripped asde the hanging canvas. “Leesi|, come quickly!”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Lees| burst from the shelter but tripped on the tarp’ s corner. He stumbled to one knee outside. Flakes
pelted him a adant in the hard wind, and snow began collecting on his coat and hair. A blizzard had built
whilehe dept.

Sgdileflew out behind him, looking about with hisface twisted in wary fright. Wynn and Oshacamelas,
gripping Magiere' scoat. Lees| turned even colder ingde at the Sight of it.

Magiere was out in the storm wearing nothing but her hauberk and woal pullover.

Sgéile dashed farther out and peered toward the pesks.

“Canyou seeher?’ Leed shouted.

“No!”

Lees| turned to Wynn. “What did you see? Why would she run off?’

“Chap noticed first,” she answered, looking toward the dog. Her expression went blank asif she were
ligening. “He sayshelost her trail across arocky dope above and came back to get us.”

Lees| fastened his coat and took Magiere' s from Osha. He ran updope adong the rock face of their cave,
following Chap’ stracks. He stopped where these faded to mere depressions in the degpening snow and
looked down to the camp.

Lees| snarled under his bresth. He should’ ve had a grip on Magiere before he fell adeep. Her dreams
had been worsening, coming more often the higher they climbed. He should’ ve heard her or noticed
when she dtirred.

Sgéile came across the lower dope, back toward camp, and Leesi| scrambled down aswell. Wynn
hastily relashed the blanket around Chap’ storso.

“Did you see anything?” Sgéile demanded.

“Thetracksfade,” Lees| answered, knowing Sgéile would count this as another failure of his
guardianship. “I don’t know if she hasapath in mind or if she' swandering half-adeep, but either way,

it snot the easiest path.”

“Wemust find her quickly,” Sgéile said and spun around, looking in every direction.

Leed| didn't see many choices. Trudging blindly about in the dark was dangerous enough, but doing soin
ablizzard was madness.

“Upward,” Wynn said, fastening her hood. “1 know that is not much, but it isthe way she would head.”
Lees| stepped farther out, surveying al upward paths, as Chap bounded ups ope around stone outcrops
rising through the snow. The dog camein and out of Sight severd times, and Lees| fdt asmal hand close
onhisarm.

Wynn clutched him, watching for Chap, and then pointed high above their camp.

“The path above our shelter leads to arocky passage farther on,” she said, “where Chap lost her trall.
But theway beyond it plitsin severd directions. He cannot tell which way she went.”

Osha peered curioudy at Wynn and then at Chap.

Lees| had no time to explain how the sage knew what the dog had found. He studied the rock-face dope
above, gill uncertain if Magiere would take such adifficult route. He scanned the open dope for an easier
way to scale to the same heights. Too many choices, and no sign of Magiere' s passage.

Theterrain broke and twisted everywhere in white paths between jagged stone crags and ridgesrising in
the dark. Chap came hopping back downd ope, chunks of snow tumbling along in his path. He whined
once, asif he, too, had no answer.

Lees| turned to Sgéile. “ Take Osha up above our camp. Chap and | will try the open dope. Hopefully he
can track her. We can cover more ground if we split up.”

“I'am coming with you,” Wynn said.

“No!” Lees| snapped too harshly, and then calmed himsdlf. “ Someone hasto stay incamp. . . . in case
Magiere comesto her senses and makesit back on her own.”

Thismountainsde's maze of smal ravines and gullieswould dow him enough, and he had to move fast.
Without waiting for Wynn's agreement, Leesi| clambered upd ope through shin-deep snow. Chap passed
him, lunging up thewhite hillsde.



“Chap!” Wynn cdled. “Leesl!”

She stood where they |eft her, watching them fade in the thickening snowfall. When she looked back
toward the cave, Oshaand Sgéile had already headed up aong the rock face aboveit.

“Go back insgdethe shelter,” Sgéile called.

Hisvoice barely reached her above the blizzard, but she squinted into the storm after Leesil and Chap.
“No!” she shouted back, and headed updope. “I am going with Leesl.”

“Wynn!” Oshacaled out.

Sheignored him, pushing on, though she sank knee-deep with each step. Shefindly glanced over her
shoulder.

Oshawas bounding toward her. Sgéile passed him with agrowl.

“Valhachkasgj’ a!”

Wynn stepped away. “ Go on—both of you—and stop wasting time! | am more use helping Lees| than
gtting about.”

Sheturned, trying to run as Osha shouted after her.

Wynn knew she could not outdistance them, but Sgéile’ s anger a her would be quickly outweighed by
hisfear of losing Magiere. Soon their angry voicesfel behind, and Wynn knew shewasright. Lees| and
Chap needed her, and she followed the muted depressions of their tracks.

The dope sharpened, and the pain in Wynn'sright foot forced her to dow. Shelooked up, trying to spot
where they had gone. But she had to turn away as snow peppered her face and caught in her eyelashes.
Digging into her coat pocket, she pulled out the cold lamp crystal and tried to warm it with her hands.
“Chap!” she shouted. “Wait!”

The crysta glowed dully in her cold fingers, so she put it in her mouth as she trudged on. Theincline
decreased over aknoll’s crest, and she parted her lips. A glimmer of light leaked out through her teeth.
Wynn spit the crystal into her gloved hand and held it up.

It glowed at haf-gtrength, and itslight turned the falling snow into awhite gauze curtain shifting dl around
her. But it was enough to navigate by, and she thought she glimjpsed movement higher up to her right.
“Lees|?

No answer, and the ache in Wynn' sright foot seemed to spread to her |eft caf aswell. She took astep,
but when she looked down at the snow, Leesi| and Chap’ s tracks had faded atogether.

Wynn turned about, ooking down the long dope for the way back to camp.

Between black crags and snow turned pae gray in the dark, she saw at least three separate ways. But
which onewas correct? Even her own tracks were quickly filling with snowfall. Anger crept in, pushing
back Wynn'sfear.

She was dways the oneto fall behind. But it was safer to go on than get lost on the way back to camp.
Leesil and Chap could not be far ahead, and she was more likely to meet someone if she pressed on.
“Lees!” shecdled out, but the wind drowned his name.

Wynn stumbled on over another crest, into the next chute between high stone, and then around three
bends as the broken mountainsde forced her to weave in the dark. But still shefound no tracksfor Lees|
or Chap.

She clambered through a saddl e between two massive outcrops, jutting high like miniature pesks. When
shelooked back, only her last six steps showed clearly through the blizzard.

“Chap!” she shouted,

Only the moans and half-whistles of wind over stone answered her. Fear crept back in, egting away
resolute anger.

Shewas done—aslost asMagiere.

But if Magiere indeed wandered in some half-conscious state, she would travel upward, as she had done
for solong. Leesl would continue his climb until he found her. And everyone €lse would be searching the
heights

The achein Wynn'slegs and feet dwindled. Thiswas no relief—it was abad sign. Cold seeped deeper
through her clothing, and she pulled the coat closer, tugging the hood forward. At least she had her
gloves, but she had forgotten her face wrap. If only she had eyeslike Lees| or Osha, or even



Magiere—some way to see clearly in the dark.

Or did she?

Onenight in the even forest, Chap had bolted off after apack of mgjay-hi. Wynn had tried to follow, but
the forest toyed with her mind and left her logt. In desperation, she had willfully raised her sickening
mantic Sght, left from the taint of wild magic in her flesh. Chap became her beacon, glowing more brightly
than any other lifein theforet.

These frigid mountains were barren—and lifeless. If she raised her mantic sight once more, and saw the
world' selementa Spirit layer, she could not misshimin this place.

But the notion was easier than the act.

She had only succeeded in the forest by sinking into memories of Chap. Asif he were some mage's
familiar who lived in her mind. And she had not been able to end the nausesting sight until shefound him,
aFay in hound s flesh who could drive down the taint within her.

If she succeeded but could not find Chap . . .

Wynn dropped, her knees sinking into the snow, and closed her eyes.

She forced cam and quiet within hersdlf, shutting out the cold and wind. Sherecalled dl the sensations
she had ever experienced in Chap' s presence, from the fed of hismusky fur to his breath on her face and
the sound of his multitongued voicein her head. She conjured his presencein her mind' s eye with images
of himin her manticsght . ..

Gligening asif he donewerethe only “whol€’ thingshesaw . . .

Or wrapped in white vaporousfire as he assaulted hisown kinto save her. . . .

Wynn sank into inner visions, until they blocked al e se from her senses. Then her mind dipped into one
past moment.

Chap sat before her inaroom a Byrd' sInn, staring into her eyes. At thefed of histhick fur in her
fingers, with her thoughts working upon what he was, her mantic sght overwhelmed her. The room had
turned shadowy benegth an off-white mist just shy of blue.

It permesated everything, like ghosts overlaying her norma sight. These showed where the eement of
Spirit was strong or weak. Only Chap remained whole.

In her mantic sght, hisfur glistened like amillion threads of bristling white silk. And his eyes scintillated
like crystas held before the sun.

Wynn clung to that memory as she opened her eyes.

Cold, wind, and snow assaulted her, and the world looked exactly asit had when she had closed them.
Perhaps she was too exhausted, too cold, too weak. As much as Wynn feared what the sight did to her,
its absence toppled her into despair. And still, she struggled to her fedt.

Lees| and Chap were out here, somewhere, and she had to find them.

Chap fought through the drifts, trying to track Magiere, but no odor lingered on the snow. Hisnose was
useless unless Magiere sumbled directly into his path, upwind and close. He searched by sight between
the crags, but the blizzard had covered any trace of her footsteps—if she had come thisway at al.
“Magiere!” Lees| shouted.

Chap dowed, reaching out with his awarenessto pick up Magiere by any risng memories. It wasa
worthless act of desperation, for he knew he needed adirect line of sight.

“Magiere!” Lees| shouted again.

Under the blanket across Chap’ storso, his body heat was fading. Lees| would be suffering the same, but
they had to keep trying.

Chap lunged onward—and awhiff of sweat stung hisnose.

He hdted, looking about, but the swirling wind twisted so much that the scent vanished before he could
draw it deeper.

“What?’ Leesi| asked, his voice faint beneath the wind even from afew steps behind.

Shdlow gulliesled upward through varied bresksin the mountaingde. If they took the wrong path, they
might bypass Magiere, not even seeing her. Chap had to be certain.

He stood his ground and raised hisface into the wind. Every time the wind shifted, so did he, turning into
it as he paced in half-circles.



“Damnit, Chap!” Lees| shouted. “What are you doing?’

Chap snarled back. He could express nothing more without Wynn to speak for him. He paced into arise
between two outcrops.

Magiere s clear scent filled his nose.

Chap bolted into the wind with ahowl, charging between the spires. Lees| pounded through the snow
behind him. Chap’ sthoughts raced aswell.

How could Magiere be sweating in this cold?

They struggled on, weaving through more outcrops and past stone spires. Then ahead in the darkness,
theflat face of agully’ swal sprang up before them. Wind whipped around in the wide boxed space,
making snowflakestwig like adow-turning cyclone.

Chap pulled up short in anguish. They had reached a dead end.

But something was moving at thefar wal’ s base.

It was barely more than a shadow against the dark stone beyond the whirling snow.

Chap threw up his head and howled. Thewind drowned his voice, and the shadow in the dark space did
not turn. Leesi| came up beside him, looking ahead, and Chap bounded into the dead end. Only one
person wandered these barren heights.

Lees |’ s shout chased Chap across the box gully’ sfloor. “Magiere!”

And it was her, but Chap dowed to astop asheclosed in.

With her back turned, she was clawing so hard at the gully’ s sheer face that her fingers were marred with
her own blood. Even in theturning air, Chap smelled athick stench of sweet at closerange. Thin traces
of steam flowed around her head, asif she were breathing too hard and fast.

Shedid not even seem aware of him.

Lees| caught up, dropped Magiere' s coat, and reached out to her.

“Magiere, we haveto go back!” he caled, and his grip settled on her shoulder.

Magiere lashed back with one hand.

Her arm struck his, knocking it away. Shelet out a snarl, more panicked than angry. Chap caught a
glimpse of her profile.

She shuddered in the cold, yet beads of swesat had crystallized on her pale skin. Her black irises had
expanded so much they nearly blocked out the whites of her eyes. She turned back to the sheer rock and
tried to reach up.

“Magierel” Lees| shouted. “Look a me! Wake up!”

Lees tried to reach her again, and Chap shifted into hisway.

Magiere was enwragpped in some delusion, and Chap worried she might not recognize even Leesll. He
tried deving for her thoughts, hoping to catch any risng memory that might reved what she saw indde
her head.

He could not touch dreams any more than conscious thoughts. He only saw or experienced rising
memories, triggered by whatever entered a person’s awareness or where their conscious thoughts turned.
But as Chap looked into Magiere' s deluded mind, a barrage of flickering images flooded through him.
The castle from adistance, just for amoment . . .

The same dim and desol ate winter wasteland he had seen in Magiere before, but no blizzard raged. The
ancient fortress sat in pristine stillness, deceptively peaceful upon awhite plain surrounded by distant
peaks like black teeth.

Then, approaching massveiron gates, Chap felt the overwhelming urge to passthrough, to presshis
hands againgt the gates' scrollwork, push them wide, and rush for the stepsto thedoors. . . .

Hands? No, thiswas Magiere’ s memory—not his.

Chap struggled free before her obsession swalowed him.

He called up her past memories, one after another, of Miiskaand warm nightsin the SeaLion Tavern.
He dug in her mind for anything he could use to break thiswaking dream or make her stop and question
whereshewas. . . and what she was doing.

Magiere kept trying to climb, her boots scraping for footholds.

Chap pulled from her mind and lunged. He clamped his teeth on the leg of her breeches and jerked back.



Magiere snapped her leg out, kicking him squardly in the chest, and he tumbled away in the snow.
Chap righted himsdlf as Lees| shouted, “Magiere, sop it!”

Large flakes of snow powdered her black hair. Her half-closed eydids fluttered as the pupilsrolled upin
her head. Magiere sdack lipstrembled asif she were whispering, but Chap heard no words. And before
Chap could move, Lees| charged.

Hewrapped his arms around Magiere, locking his hands across her upper torso to pin down her arms.
Magiere screeched like an anima and shoved off the wal with her foot. They both stumbled back, and
Lees|’sgrip broke. Magiereinstantly turned on him, drawing back one hand with fingers hooked like
taons.

Chap snarled and lunged in.

Magierefdtered, staring at Lees| in sudden silence. Her hand began to drop, fingers shaking, asfear
spread across her pale features.

Chap hdted, watching her closely. More than once, Leesil’ s presence had cut through her fury and
brought her back to reason.

Magiere seydidsfluttered again.

Her black pupilsrolled up, leaving nothing but white. She swung as Leesil’ samber eyeswidened.
Lees| sdestepped, catching her forearm in both hands, but his legs buckled under her force, driving him
to hisknees.

Chap rushed in and clamped his teeth around her boot top. He ground his jaws closed on her shin.
Magiere cried out as he dug in with his paws and yanked, pulling the leg from under her.

Magiere twisted on one foot and toppled, and Chap released his grip. He wheded away, but shefell
draight into Leesil. They both dammed down in freshly falen snow. Lees| threw hisarmsaround
Magiere lying faceup againg his chest.

Chap scrambled to get a Magiere before she turned on Lees|. The instant his paw ground upon her
chest, he snarled into her face.

Magiere’ s black eyes opened wide. Instead of answering him in kind, she shrank from his bared teeth.
She began shaking with true cold. Sherolled her head, looking about asif not knowing where she was.
Chap backed up, pulling his paw from Magiere' s chest. The dhampir had receded, leaving only Magiere.
Lees| pinned her tightly againgt himsdlf, not alowing her to move.

“Shhhhhhh,” he murmured in her ear. “It sme.”

Magiere' seyesfinaly cleared, and Chap watched her black pupils shrink and fade to dark brown. She
looked directly a him.

“Where. .. 7" shewhispered but never finished, and then heaved a panicked breath.

She curled to one sSide, covering her face with bloodied fingers.

Chap sagged in exhausted relief. They had found her, and she was herself again—for the moment. He
barked twice to gain Lees|’ s attention, then rushed toward the gully’ s opening to stand and wait. They
must get back to camp, and fast.

Lees| struggled to hisfest, pulling Magiere up. He managed to get her into her coat and then stumbled
out of the gully, haf-dragging her. Chap paused, gazing up the sheer wall a the back of the gully.
Therewas no way Magiere could have climbed it. But in half-consciousness, driven by ingtinct, she had
chosen a precise direction to reach that castlein her mind.

“Canyou find our way back?’ Lees| called.

Chap turned out of the gully and struggled into the lead. Their tracksin the snow were al but gone. He
quickly traced any remnants, but soon there were none | ft.

Lees| followed him, half-dragging and half-carrying Magiere. Chap plowed through the unblemished
drifts, searching for away to their camp.

Lees| was merely cold &t first, but evenin his coat, he began having trouble breathing. Hisleg muscles
burned as his skin chilled, but he kept hauling Magiere through the snow and wind, trying to shield her
with hisbody.

“Not far,” he whispered to her over and over. “ Almogt there.”

In truth, he didn’'t know where he was and only put one foot before the other, blindly following



Chap—then the dog halted and barked. Lees| lifted his head.

In the dark, a narrow dope ran dong a sheer rock face. He dmost groaned but didn’t want Magiereto
hear. They had wandered in acircle, returning to the narrow aley into the boxed gully.

Chap lunged gtraight for the rock wall and turned down the dope.

Leed| thought the dog had lost hiswits. He managed alast burst of strength to follow, but when he
neared the dope s bottom, he didn’'t see the gully’ sfar wall. The corner of a cold-hardened canvas
tapped againgt the stone in the wind. He stepped around the rock face' s gradua turn.

The canvas was staked across the opening of the depression. Leesl|’ slast few stepsinto the shelter were
the hardet of dl.

He crouched to drag Magiereinsde and settle her againgt the sde wall. For amoment, al he could do
was catch his bregth as Chap wriggled by to the shelter’ srear. The dog came to him, dragging the bag of
droppingsin histeeth.

“Yes,” Lees| breathed.

Hetook the bag and turned back to the fire' s smoldering remains. He wished he could get word to
Sgdile, but he could barely walk, and he wouldn't ask Chap to go. They were both spent.

Magiere did dong the wall and dumped on the floor, watching him as he blew on the embers, trying to
coax aflame.

“What happened?’ she whispered, bardly loud enough to hear.

“I don't know,” he answered.

Chap pricked his ears. He ducked around behind Leesil and out through the canvas.

Lees| heard the dog bark loudly, and Chap returned before he could peek out.

Sgdilefollowed an ingtant later. Panting, he held aside the canvasfor Osha, who immediately crawled to
the depression’ s back and collapsed. All of Leesil’ s exhaustion was mirrored in Sgéile€ srelief asthe ef
dropped to hisknees at the sight of Magiere. Lees| glanced at the closed canvas and then looked at
Osha

“Where sWynn?’

Sgéile stiffened and lifted hishead. “Withyou . . . sheinssted on going with you.”

“When | didn’t find her here, | thought she’ d gone with you.” Leesil shook hishead in disbdlief. “I told
her to Say. . . . You were standing right above her, Sgéile!”

Chap snarled at both of them and bolted out of the shelter.

Lees| started to follow, but hislegs were so cold he couldn’t get to hisfest.

“Y ou not see her comefor you?’ Osha demanded. “ She run behind you!”

“No!” Lees growled back.

Magiere weakly pushed up on one elbow. “What' sgoing on?’

Frozen canvas crackled sharply as Chap burst in. Heraised one silver paw and hit the floor over and
over. He barked twice, paused, and barked twice again.

Lees didn’'t like what he heard. Chap had found no tracks but still intended to search. The dog wasthe
only onedtill on hisfest.

“Youcan't...notaone” Leesl whispered.

Chap wheded about, and before Leesil could grab him, the dog rushed out.

Lees| jerked the canvas aside, peering into the empty night. Then hefelt Magiere shand close on his
am.

“Wheré sWynn?’

Her pale face was windburned, and worse, she wasn't demanding or angry, asin any other criss. She
just sounded logt.

Lees| didn't know how to answer her. He stared out into the blizzard. Snowfal was aready burying
Chap’ stracks.

Hkuan' duv took second watch, but A”harhk’ nisdid not retire.

“I will check upon the other camp,” he said, *and make certain they remained at the cave. It is doubtful
they pressed onin thisblizzard, but | would have difficulty tracking them if they did.”

“Yes,” Hkuan' duv agreed. “Be quick, and then return to rest.”



A’harhk’ nis vanished, and Hkuan' duv settled against the tent, trying to stay out of the wind’ sworst force.
After awhile, helooked in on the others.

Danvarfij seemed fast adeep, and Kurhkage bresthed easily, wrapped in his cloak and blanket.
Hkuan’ duv returned to scanning the mountainside.

Snowfdl thickened as the wind picked up. Fortunately they had found rock formationsto shield their
tent, but he hoped they neared the end of their purpose. The prospect of facing Sgéilsheilleache, when
thetime cameto saize the artifact and diminate Magiere, was dill discomforting.

Hkuan’ duv would do it, regardless of the costs—he would protect his people, as dways. But he had
never before been placed in conflict of purpose with amember of hisown caste. Until the recent
gathering of the clan elders, he had never even heard of such an occurrence.

Hkuan' duv was startled from his pondering as A’ harhk’ nis hopped over the rocks and landed before
him—uwith awild glitter in hiseyes.

“Wakethe otherd” A’harhk’ nisurged. “ Something is hgppening in Sgélshellleache' scamp.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Wynn bent over and stumbled in the wind, too numb to even call out. She still hoped to find Lees| and
Chap, or happen upon Sgéile and Osha. But as night dragged on, hope faded with the heet in her body.
Odd fleeting notions kept popping into her head.

How long until dawn? Could she keep moving until then? Would the storm bregk and let in alittle sun?
What would Sgéile say if he were here?

Hewould give her another lecture about her foolishness. No doubt followed by the threat of more
gringent methods in his guardianship.

Wynn wished he were hereto do just that.

Shelost track of therise and fall, the twists and turns of her path. Then the blizzard’ swhite blur before
her turned black in the crysta’ s light—as though alarge, looming shadow had suddenly appeared.
Wynn did not even flinch.

She raised her head and blinked frost-laced eyelashes. A rock face blocked her way—another dead
end. Before she dropped her head, weakly resolute to turn about, she spotted a blacker space along the
wal’ssurface.

She forced her legsto move. As she neared the black space, it became ahollow in theridgewall.
Peering around its edge, she looked up a steep chute where the ridge wall had cracked through. Its
rock-strewn bottom was clear of most snow, for heavy wind could not drive the snowfal insde the
narrow space.

Perhaps she had been wrong about Chap going back. What if he and Leesi| had found this passage as
well? And if not, at least she might hide from the wind.

Wynn stepped in and took some mild relief asthe wind cut off. Loose stones turned under her numb fet,
and she dgpped a hand againgt the chute wall to catch hersdlf.

She wanted to dump down—just for awhile, to get out of the wind— as she could not stop shivering.
Maybe deep alittle before going on. A small voice whispered in the back of her mind.

“If you stop, you will freeze to death.”

Oh, yes, that was such agood sign—now she was taking to herself in her own head.

Wynn took another step upward, pawing aong the chute' sleft wall. She had to keep her blood
circulating, but that thought just brought despair. She needed to res—not deep, just arest—~but she
forced hersdlf alittle farther.

A rock shard shifted beneath her foot, and her anklerolled.

She barely winced, for the pain was dulled by cold. But as she fell, her gloved hand struck the chute's
floor and broken rocks ground through her glove againgt her pam. Shelifted her head, looking up the
chute with tears freezing on her face. The top opening lay just above, and she Sarted crawling. But when
shelooked out the chute’ stop, only more ice and a snow-coated |andscape awaited.

Nothing else—no one else.

Wynn rolled away, curling up on her haunches againgt the chute’ swall. Better to just close her eyesand
hide from thisworld.

A tinge of nausearosein her somach. The two small bites of dried fish she' d had for dinner threatened
torise.

Wynn sgquirmed in resentment—even her own body could not leave her in peace!

Nausea sharpened as the sound of aleaf-wing buzzed in her head.

Wynn?

Chap struggled through trackless snow with no scent to follow.

At first he smply retraced the path he and Lees| had taken. If Wynn had tried to follow them, perhaps
she was within reach. But he second-guessed himsdlf as smdl gullies broke off in ever dividing
directions—al leading up.

Wynn was unique among Chap’'s chosen companions. Only she heard hiswords and felt the part of him
that was Fay. But not in the way of Sgéile s blind worship or Osha s perplexed elven awefor al
magay-hi. Wynn did not treat him like some otherworldly being.



And Chap cherished her for this.

He hated beneath an outcrop and closed his eyes. Even dightly shielded from the wind, he could not
stop shaking. He and Leesi| had taken aleft fork into aboxed gully, where they had found Magiere, but
Chap had seen no other tracks. The blizzard had erased them.

When Wynn was close, al Chap need do was think to her through his own spirit, as he would when he
“communed” with hiskin. Or at least that was how Wynn described it. But without knowing where she
was, or how far, could he call to her? Could he do so from a distance without drawing the attention of
the Fay?

Hiskin were of dl e ements, and not just Spirit, the one that collected strongest in living things. Fay were
of Water and Earth, Air and Fire, aswell, and asthey wished, so there was no place in thisworld they
could not cometo at will.

If they felt him try to call to Wynn from adistance, they might find her before he could.

And they had tried to kill her in the even forest.

Chap could not take such arisk. He veered from the outcrop, continuing up until he passed through a
saddle between two rock spires. It looked too much like the path into the boxed gully, and doubt
pressed him down.

Wynn had been near exhaustion when they made camp. How could she have comethisfar, if she had
comethisway at dl?

He circled back, loping across the rocky saddle, and turned up another cut in the mountain. He barely
finished three strides before he d owed to another hdlt.

Evenif Wynn heard him cdll, asin communion with hiskin, she could not answer him back the same way.
But he had to try something other than wandering in the night blizzard.

Chap ground his numbed paws, digging down through the snow until his claws scraped frozen ground.
Herooted in thisfor Earth and snow for Water. Hard wind in hisface brought Air, and lingering body
heat gave him Fire. With the Spirit in his own living flesh, he bound himsdlf to these e ements of existence
and sank into what Wynn had once caled his“communion.”

But not with his kin—he focused only upon hismemories of her as he called out through his spirit.
Wynn?

No response came.

Wynn . . . call out to me.

Chap heard nothing but the wind tearing a the mountainsde.

Please, if you hear me. . . feel me. .. even atwingein your stomach. . .

He stood poised and listening until panic made him rush blindly upsope.

Wynn . . . answer me!

“Chap?...Here. ..l amherel”

Hefroze with ears pricked at the weak shout, faint in the storm’snoise.

Again! Do not stop until you see me!

“Here. .. inthechute”

Chap spun about, cutting along adant below an overhang.

Her voice could only reach him by traveling upon the harsh wind. So heturned into its currents racing
between the crags. Pattering snow stung his eyes and filled his ears, but he pushed on—and then stopped
short, staring into adead-end gully of sheer walls.

“Chap...inthechute. .. look for acrack!”

He paced dong one high wall where the snow was shallower. In the dark path, he did not notice it until a
break appeared suddenly beside him. A rocky-floored chute blocked out the wind-driven snow. Chap
scrambled up over loose stones. His heart best faster when he caught afamiliar whiff.

| am coming!

And he saw Wynn curled againgt the chute' swall near the top.

Snowfall had dusted the back of her cloak with white. Chap struggled upward as she reached out for
him.

You must try to move. Put your hands under my blanket and against my fur.



Chap shoved hishead into Wynn's cloak. He pressed againgt her to lend her what little body heat he
could. Wynn sagged atop his shoulders, her face buried in his neck, and her weight grew asif she sank in
exhaudtion.

He had to keep her awake and so began babbling mindlesdy.

We found Magiere. . . sheissafe. . . the others are with her at camp. You and | must live until
morning and find themagain . . . everything will be as it was. Wynn?

Shedid not move.

Put your hands into my fur—now!

Chap tugged her coat’ stieswith histeeth and burrowed through its open front. All the while, he prattled
into her head, trying to bring her fully awake.

Wynn' sfingers clutched weskly &t hisfur.

“You...dink,” she mumbled through chattering teeth. “Need . . . abath.”

Chap took a deep breath. You are no spring flower right now.

The quick moment of relief passed, and Chap lifted his head and |ooked warily about—at stone for
Earth, snow for Water, and the wind of Air. He and she would aways be surrounded by the elements.
Chap hoped that only Wynn had heard him.

Hkuan' duv had left Danvarfij to stand watch at camp and now crouched with A’ harhk’ nis and Kurhkége
behind ice-encrusted rocks. Wind and snow churned in afull blizzard. Acrossthe danted dope, he
watched the canvas-covered depression as Sgéil sheilleache and Osha returned and dipped from sight.
“What did you see earlier?’ Hkuan' duv asked.

A’harhk’ nis never took his eyes off the shdlter. “ The human, Magiere, came running out and headed up
the mountain. Not long after, the othersfollowed, but they hesitated and then broke into two groups. | do
not believe they knew where she went. Later, the half-blood and the magjay-hi brought her back, and |
returned to report to you.”

“Whereisthe smal one?’ Kurhkége asked.

A’harhk’ nis shook his head. “ She had not returned when | left.”

Loud barking carried from the shelter. The silver-gray majay-hi boiled out through the canvas, heading
upward through the crags. Hkuan’ duv frowned, risng dightly to watch.

“What has happened that they continualy risk thisterrain in anight sorm?”

Neither of his companions ventured acomment.

Hkuan' duv waited, but no one el se exited the shelter.

“ Should we follow the magjay-hi?’ Kurhkége asked.

Hkuan’ duv was uncertain, and the dog was dready out of sight.

“Stay back, and downwind,” he ordered. “We cannot alow the mgay-hi to scent us.”

They dipped slently over rocks and snow as A’ harhk’ nisled the way.

Fortunately the mgay-hi could not move at full speed inthe drifts. A”harhk’ nis occasiondly signaled them
to dow or change course. They stayed well behind the majay-hi, no closer than needed to keep its
shadowy form within sght through the blizzard.

Snow fell sothick that A’ harhk’ nis stopped more than oncein tracking through the mountainsde's
twisting paths. Asthey passed through a saddle, Hkuan' duv heard someone cry out.
“Chap...here...I amhere!”

A’harhk’ nis signaled them into hiding as the majay-hi wheded and headed back their way. All three of
them sank into the snow at an outcrop’ s base and spread out their white makeshift cloaks. They became
no more than snow-blanketed boulders.

Themgay-hi ran straight past them into ahigh-walled gully.

All three rose and crept onward as Hkuan' duv took the lead.

Had that fatigued cry come from the young human? Why had the mgjay-hi gone aone to search for her?
Hkuan' duv redized he was higher than he had thought, perhaps close to the top peaks. Could thislittle
femae have found Magiere sdedtination? And if so, why had she gone out alone?

Too many questions with no answers, and then he saw the mgjay-hi veer in againg the gully
wal—through the gully wall.



Hkuan' duv dropped and inched forward on his belly. Pulling his white hood low, he peered into the
bresk.

A chute ran upward through the stone, and near its top someone hunkered against the left Sde. He made
out the shape of the small woman, and her cloak bulged asif something shifted beneath it, hafway into
her 1ap. She mumbled too low for him to hear, and then the majay-hi’ s head popped out of her cloak.
Hkuan’ duv ducked back aong the snow and rolled up to lean againgt the gully’ srough wal. A magay-hi
risked itself for ahuman, but no such guardian of his people had ever shown afinity for an interloping
weakblood.

Sgailshellleache kept strange and deviant company, and Hkuan’ duv wondered if his caste brother was
wholly saf-possessed. Or had Sgéilshellleache falen under some undetected influence? Hkuan' duv
glanced a Kurhk&ge and A’ harhk’ nis, crouched and waiting.

If anyone had located Magiere sfina destination, Hkuan’ duv needed to know. The most expedient
option was to take thislittle woman and question her. Lost as she was, her companions would never
know what had become of her. But the mgjay-hi was amore difficult concern.

No one ever interfered with itskind’ s comings and goings.

Hkuan' duv signaled Kurhkage to follow, leaving A" harhk’ nisto guard the chute' s entrance. Herose and
turned into the stony passage, but he had barely taken three silent steps when the mgjay-hi’ s head reared
agan.

Itscrystal blue eyes glinted in the dark space, and alow growl rolled down the stone chute.

Hkuan' duv froze, but the mgjay-hi tilted its head upward, and he followed its gaze.

A flicker, darker than the night sky, dropped down between the chute’ shigh walls.

Somewhere out the chute’ s bottom, Chap heard the hiss of fallen snow driven by thewind. Then it
stopped, too suddenly. Chap raised his head from Wynn's coat.

Above him, abird's caw trailed out like a scream.

Chap lifted his eyes skyward in surprise. No bird could survive up here.

A black shadow dropped out of the night, darker than sky or stone. It passed high through the chute's
gonewadls.

Chap felt aheat spread within him . . . on an urge to hunt. His heart pounded as his awareness filled with
the presence of an undead. But as he traced the shadow’ s passing, it took the shape of alarge
bird—perhaps araven.

Wynn, get up!

She dtirred, lifting her head to ook about.

Another flicker dashed between the chute' shigh wallsin the shadow bird’ swake.

This onewas not black. Muted in the blizzard, it was as white as the snow, and |egped between the
chute’ s sheer walls.

Chap’ s hunting heat turned suddenly cold. He shook free of Wynn' s grasp, lunging out with his head
high. Hetried to spot that fleeting patch of white, and then he saw two tall figures at the chute’ s bottom.
Their cloaks were covered by white cloth, but the corners were tied around their waists—across the
gray-green tunics of the Anmaglahk.

Hkuan' duv thought he saw araven’ s black silhouette. I1tswings were so wide that one tip brushed the
high stonewall. Asit descended through the chute, he glimpsed the wal beyond it.

No, he saw through it—as if the mere shadow of the large bird had lifted from the stone and moved in
theair. It dove straight for hisface.

Hkuan' duv ducked at the last instant. As he turned, he never got out aword of warning.

The shadow shot straight through Kurhkage' s upper chest.

Kurhkége' s onewide eye did not blink as the black form flashed out of his back and arced up to vanish
in the dark. His gaping mouth quivered as he stopped breathing and collapsed againgt the chute' sside.
Hkuan' duv snatched Kurhkage' s cloak front and lunged for the chute' slower opening.

What was this shadow of araven?

Kurhkage s cloak tore in Hkuan' duv’ s grip.

Hisarm snapped straight behind him, jarring his shoulder. L oose stones made hisfoot dide, and he



quickly shifted his balance. He glanced back to see what had snagged his companion, expecting a crack
or the edge of arock.

Hkuan' duv stared into awoman’ sface, nearly as palid as snow.

Not the one he tracked, the one called Magiere. All his senses sharpened in darm.

Colorless crygdlineirises stared at him from within eyes shaped like danted teardrops—and they closed
to menacing dits. Her ovd face narrowed smoothly to the chin, like ahint of elven heritage. But those
eyeswere far too smal below thin-swept black eyebrows that were not those of his people, not even
those of ahalf-blood. She was human, but not of any race that Hkuan' duv had ever seen.

Wild obsidian hair dangled around her head and throat, hanging nearly to the chute floor, for she
crouched sideways upon the sheer wall, anchored by one hand asif her nails could carveinto the sone.
Her narrow-limbed body was completely naked, yet she did not shiver in the freezing air. Her other
delicate hand was wrapped tightly over Kurhkége sface, pinning his head to the chute’ swall.

Hkuan' duv released Kurhkége and grabbed for astiletto on hiswrist. But hishand never reached the hilt.
Thewoman' sface wrinkled in aslent snarl as she spun down from thewall, and her small hand lashed
out into hischest. Hisfeet lifted from the chute sfloor as he hurtled back through the air.

Snowy ground and black sky spun before his eyes. Both stopped suddenly as he dammed down amid a
spray of falen snow. He penetrated through to frozen earth, and his shoulder and arm crushed againgt his
sde Helay at the gully’ sfar sde, agood distance from the chute' s opening.

Hkuan' duv’ s chest ached as herolled over, gasping.

The woman stepped into the open, her narrow feet sinking through the snow.

Wind whipped her long hair about in writhing black tendrils, exposing her throat. Hkuan' duv caught the
metalic glint, thick and golden, of something hooked about her neck, and then his gaze caught on
something ese.

Her left forearm and hand were coated with dark red. She clutched a bloodied mass that dripped a
gpattered trail behind her.

A’harhk’ niscircled out with both oversized curved bladesin hand.

He was not tal for an’ Créan, but this feminine apparition would barely reach his collarbone. She
crouched so deep and quickly that A’ harhk’ nis stalled in hisfirst attack.

Desperate to help, Hkuan' duv struggled to dl fours. Hisleft arm gave way and he crumpled.

The white woman shot up from the snow directly before A’ harhk’ nis.

A’harhk’ nis had barely reversed his blade' s swing when her free hand shot straight for histhroat. Hisfeet
|eft the snow at that impact, and the white woman rose with him, falling upon him as he toppled.

Hkuan' duv saw her tiny mouth widen around fangs and jagged teeth. Hetried to rise again as she drove
her faceinto A’ harhk’ nis sthroat.

Fresh powder splashed around them. Hkuan' duv took only one step before the wind cleared the air. A
head of whipping black hair sngpped up amid settling snowy mist—and awet tearing sound filled the
qully.

Blood spattered from her mouth as she threw back her head.

With acrack of bone, her narrow arm whipped out, tossing a bulk too large for the red mass she had
held. Cold sank through Hkuan’ duv as he watched the object hit the gully wall.

It bounced with amute thud. A shredded hood came loose from it, exposing locks of blond hair.

Hkuan' duv watched A’ harhk’ nis shead fall.

Runnels of blood flowed from the ragged neck stump to mar the snow.

The white woman gtill straddied A’ harhk’ nis s torso. Blood ran from her jaws down across her smdll
breasts. Sheignored Hkuan' duv, smply staring at the red massin her other hand. Thin steam rose fromiit
inthecold air.

Somewhere in the dark space of the chute lay Kurhkage s body. Hkuan' duv steded himsdlf asthe small
woman stood and cast aside Kurhkage' s heart.

What wasthis creature who felt no cold and daughtered two of his own with so little effort? He tensed
when she turned icy eyes on him—and a snarl sounded on thewind.

But not from her. She whirled the other way.



The mgay-hi burst from the chute' s opening.

Hkuan' duv caught movement above, and a shadow dropped through the blizzard.

He threw himself over amound of snow, and hisinjured shoulder grazed aboulder benesth the white
covering. The shadow raven passed through the mound a hand’ slength behind him, and he heard the
maay-hi’ ssnarling snaps.

He did not wish to abandon the dog, but two of his companions had been daughtered before either could
srike once. He could not throw hislife away. He had to live to fulfill his purpose and serve his people.
Hehad to run.

Wynn'ssight had barely cleared when Chap bounded down the chute. She braced against the cold wall
and struggled up. By the time she hobbled down the loose stones, Chap had legped out into the gully, but
Wynn stalled at the chute’ s bottom.

Something lay dumped againg thewall.

She heard Chap’ s snarls, but she hung there in the dark, staring at the body.

Thetdl ef’sone eye waslocked open in perpetua shock, and his mouth gaped. There was only amass
of old scars where the other eye should have been. The front of his cloak was so Stained, at first it was
hard to see the hole surrounded with severed shards of hisribsamid histunic's shredded remains. He
was covered in his own blood.

Wynn could not even cry out.

Run! I will find you.

Chap’ swords echoed in her head. Shelifted her gaze from the corpse and saw his forepaws strike a
white figure from behind.

Chap’ s adversary seemed like awhite-cloaked companion of the corpse lying near Wynn. But then she
saw thet this person was much smaller.

The palefigure barely flinched as Chap collided with its back and pushed off, landing asde. The
black-haired figure whirled, and a choked squeak escaped Wynn'sthroat.

Naked and frail, the woman was no taler than Wynn, but her pallid face and torso were covered in
blood. Chap darted at the woman, and her tiny mouth mirrored his snarl.

The woman had teeth as canine as Magiere' swhenever she sank too far into her dhampir nature. But this
woman's strange narrow-dlitted eyes were colorless.

How could an undead exist here in these desolate peaks with no lifeto sustain it?

Wynn spotted another body at the woman’ sfeet. She barely made out the gray-green breeches and
tunic, obscured in snow and more blood. And its head was gone.

Chap danced around the white woman, asif smply trying to keep her atention. Shelunged a him again
and again. Her narrow fingers were so quick that twice Wynn thought the woman had caught him.
Wynn could not leave Chap like this, but she could think of no way to help him.

The woman flashed forward, clawing at the dog. When he spun away behind her swing, shelashed in
reverse and caught him with the back of her hand.

Chap' sslver-gray body shot across the gully with ayep that ended when he dammed againgt the gully
wal.

He did down, hisbody pressing a hollow in the snow. Helay there coated in white powder and did not
move.

Wynn opened her mouth to cal to him.

Something flashed in front of her—and she stared directly into crystalineirises.

The white woman was so close that Wynn's quick breaths shot vapor across her red-stained features. A
narrow, blood-smeared hand latched around Wynn' sthroat, damming her shoulders againgt the chute's
wal.

Wynn sucked a breath and screamed, “No, do not!”

Thetight grip vanished.

Wynn dumped down the wall, her feet dipping on loose stones as she cowered.

The white woman stood backed against the chute' sfar wall, seeming to cower like Wynn, but not in fear.
Instead, she stared back at Wynn in pain and fury, with bloodied hands clamped over the Sdes of her



head.

Chap drifted back to consciousness. Hisfirgt breath made him whimper at the sharp twingein hisribs.
This undead was like none he had hunted; she left him cold and terrorized inside. Her deceptively fragile
form moved so quickly and with such power. Y et she had not fed on her prey—only daughtered them,
asif incensed that they dared cross her path.

Chap struggled to rise, and the pain sharpened in his chest. Then he heard Wynn scream.

“No, do not!”

He lunged for the chute' s opening and movement brought agony. When he rounded into the darker
space, he pulled up short.

Wynn cowered done at the chute sleft wall. And to the right stood the white woman, clutching her head.
No—covering her ears.

Chap’ singtinct urged him to attack before this thing came back to itswits. But even uninjured, he had
barely kept out of her reach and then failed. She had killed two anmaglahk, and yet now she was backing
away from Wynn.

Why?

The woman dowly dragged one hand down her cheek, fingertips smearing bloody lines below one oddly
shaped eye. Her narrow fingertips cameto rest on her small stlained mouth.

Wynn tried to shift closer to Chap.

The white undead stepped forward so quickly she seemed to blur. He snarled at her as he shouted into
Wynn'sthoughts.

Do not move!

Wynn froze, but she began shaking uncontrollably. The white woman held her place as her fingertips
traced her own lips.

She did not even look at Chap but watched only Wynn'sface. Chap’ s eyes flicked between the two of
them.

Not Wynn's face—but her mouith.

Had Wynn's cry somehow hurt thisthing? Or was there something ese.. . . the words Wynn spoke?
The white woman kept fingering her mouth as she stared at Wynn's. The sound of the sage speaking had
somehow stopped this undead.

Foeak, hetold Wynn, but she glanced toward himin confusion. Talk . . . it distracts her.

Wynn' s voice shook as she spoke. “We. . . arelost. We only want to find our way back.”

Thewoman flinched at every phrase. Her features wrinkled once, and then her expression shifted to
dartled fascination.

Chap lifted one paw to step closer to Wynn.

Thewhite woman lunged before his paw settled. She dammed Wynn againgt the chute wal with a
bloodied hand.

Chap went rigid. If he attacked now, Wynn would die. Then he heard another moaning caw from
overheed.

Two shadow birds drifted high in the air above the chute—above this undead—hovering on their

trand ucent wings. The woman'sthin black brows furrowed as she cocked her head like acrow. She
studied him with sharpening suspicion in her ddlicate features—or was it recognition?

Chap tried to think amid the fear. He needed some way to hold the woman’ s attention long enough to get
Wynn free.

The woman whirled, gripped Wynn's coat, and legped up the chute asif the sage weighed nothing.

Chap lunged upward over the shifting stones.

Wynn!

When he reached the chute’ stop, aharsh wind struck hisface. Both Wynn and the white woman were

gone.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Weddtid scried for Magiere two or three times anight. Keegping his group closeto hersyet remaining
undetected proved atedious balance. He glanced east, away from the peaks. Dawn was ill away off,
but throughout the night, the snowfd| had increased to ablizzard. Welstid tired of fighting the wesether.
“We stop,” he cdled out.

Chane said nothing as he searched for a place to set up their shelter. Since entering these mountains, he
had almost ceased speaking at all. Welstiel did not care—conversation was wasted effort. He waited for
Chane to finish setting the tent around a hollow dug in the snow, then stepped in and pulled out the heavy
ded circlet.

With abrief trace of hisfingertips and athrumming chant, Welstiel evoked the circlet’ s power to conjure
fire, but only at the lowest levd. Its marks glowed and dowly filled the tent with warmth. The monks
huddled close, their mad faces dull with rdlief. Chane crawled in last and reached his hands toward the
circlet assWegtid turned to leave.

“I' will scout,” he said, hisvoice nearly asraspy as Chane's. “ And see how far ahead sheis.”

Without waiting for areply, Welstiel dipped out and trudged upd ope through the wind.

When the time came, he hoped hisferals would be as useful as expected, but apart of him missed the
samplicity of traveling with only one companion. Aslong as Chane stayed close enough to touch,
Wddtid’ sring of nothing could hide them both—amuch more convenient arrangement. But lately
Chane' s seething glances raised other concernsfor Welstiel.

Hopefully al thiswould soon be finished, including the growing problem of Chane.

Wedtid tried to gauge how much night remained. Hislast effort to scry had given him aclear direction for
Magiere' slocation, but he caught no whiff of life until he heard voicesin the night. Sowing with his senses
opened wide, he spotted adim glow at the bottom of a sheer rock face. He crouched behind an outcrop.
Light filtered dimly through a snow-crusted canvas strung over the rock’ s surface. Why were Magiere
and her companions still awake? Or had they risen for an early start?

Magiere stepped out around the canvas s edge, and Leesi| followed, grabbing her arm before she
headed off.

“Not yet,” he said, voice strained. “ The moment we have light.”

A tdl male df in abrown cloak stepped out aswell. “Back insde,” he said. “We leave soon, so do not
waste body heat by standing in the cold.”

Another younger df peered around the canvas behind the first.

Welgtiel focused his sensesand dl his awareness. It was difficult, with so many close together, but he
sensed no other life within the shelter. Nor did he catch the scent of acanine. Where were Wynn and
Chap?

Lees| did not acknowledge thefirst df, and Magiere crouched, staring across the snow, asif searching
for something. Welstiel redlized why they were up before dawn and yet had not broken camp. Two of
their group had gone missing.

The sky began to lighten, and Welstiel scowled, unable to remain and learn more. Thelast thing he
wanted was for Magiere to be diverted by another distraction. He turned away, dow and quiet until he
was beyond earshot, and then hurried for his own camp.

Chap ran asfast asthe snow and hisinjuries alowed. He tried to follow the tracks before the blizzard
buried them. But asthe sky lightened and the snowfal died, he spotted the white woman and Wynn far
ahead.

He did nothing to hide his approach, but the undead never looked back. She dowed at arocky split
between two peaks risng into the clouded sky.

Theincline was so steep that she used her free hand to climb—her other remained clamped around
Wynn'swrist. The sage sumbled in exhaustion, and when shefell, the undead dragged her without
breaking pace. They crested the narrow space between the peaks and vanished over thefar side.

Chap scrambled upward and emerged at the top. He looked out over a pristine white plateau resting
between high mountains dl around in the distance. The snow gppeared untouched by any footfdl in



centuries, except for one vague trail leading into the distance—to a six-towered castle, asin Magiere's
dreams.

Down the broken dope, the undead had already reached the plateau. She ran effortlessly acrossthe
snow, carrying Wynn over one shoulder.

Chap stumbled down and out onto the plain. Fresh snow and older undercrust shattered benegth his
paws. He sank and floundered with each step as the white woman and Wynn grew smdler in the
distance.

He kept going, and the closer he came, the larger the castle loomed, until it was grester in Size than any
fortification he had ever seen. Itstowers dwarfed those of Darmouth’swar keep, or even the spires of
Bela sroya castle. Curtains of ice hung from each conica cap. But as Chap neared the outer wall and
the peaked iron gates, he saw that it was not the perfection it appeared to be within Magiere' s dream.
The gates curling scrollwork was deeply rusted. One side hung a-kilter, its bottom hinge decayed
beyond use. At the top where their curved points joined into a peaked arch, the two ravens gazed down
at him, now whole and no longer tranducent. Thetrail of the undead’ slight footfals passed between the
gates, draight to the high stepsleading to the iron doors.

There she stood upon the top landing.

She threw her lithe body against one massive door. It seemed impossible that she could open it alone,
especidly while dtill gripping the crumpled sage.

The hinges of the great door squedled.

Chap dipped through the space between the gates and plowed across the inner courtyard’ s snow. He
had to reach the doors before she could shut him out, and he caught only glimpses of the castlein his
rush.

Half the stones of the arch framing the great doors were cracked. Here and there, corners of the blocks
had broken off and fallen away. The wide staircase was just as deeply aged and worn, and itsfirst step
sagged midway aong the seam between two of its stones. Glass panesin the high tower windows, which
had been clearer in Magiere s dream, were opague with age and frogt.

Theiron door’ s hinges screeched again.

Chap’ sforepaws hit the sunken bottom step. He tried to howl, but hisvoicefailed in hisdry throat.
The door’ s noise ceased.

He dowed, panting hard, to find the woman watching him with intense fascination from around the door’ s
edge.

Long black tressesfell back over her perfect white shoulders, and for thefirst time, Chap saw the
burnished metal hoop hanging around her naked throat. He looked more closely at its open ends resting
below her collarbone. Each had aknob—exactly like those of the thérhk that Magiere carried.

Chap dunk to the top landing and paused before the white undead.

Wynn .. .. areyou all right?

“Chap?’ shecdled out. Her frightened voice echoed out of the narrow space between theiron doors.
The woman flinched at the sage’ swords.

“l'am...dlright.. .1 think. Only bruised and cold.”

The white undead cocked her head.

“Who isshe?” Wynn cdled. “Why did shekill those elves. . . and not me?’

Chap had no certain answer, and no time to ponder this creature’ s reaction to the sage’ s spoken
words—nor what anmaglahk were doing out here in the middle of nowhere.

This undead was hardly predictable or stable. There was no telling what might cause her to turn letha
again, and little Chap might do to stop her.

Shejust stared a him and then pressed her porcelain face against the door’ s edge.

Chap saw only one crystdline eye asthe visble haf of her expresson wrinkled in asnarl.

She shoved the door, and it lurched with amoan of rusted metdl.

Chap stopped breathing, but the door moved only an inch.

Her one eye watched him, daring him to enter, and only waited so long to see if he would.

Evenif thisundead alowed Wynn to live, et doneleave, the small sage would never survivethetrip



back. Neither might he.

Chap dunk forward. When his nose breached the narrow entrance, he darted in.

Wynn felt only aflicker of relief as Chap rushed in. Then the naked woman dammed the door shut, and
they were dl enveloped by darkness. Wynn fumbled quickly for her crystal.

Whenitslight erupted between her rubbing hands, the white woman ill stood before the iron doors.
Wynn cowered under her cold gaze and scooted in retrest until her back collided with stone.

She turned to see two rows of massive columns along awide corridor leading into the castle’ s dark
interior. The darkness behind the pillars began to move.

Pieces curled out into the edges of her crystal’ slight and undulated like black smoke. Instead of rising
into the heights, the wisps turned and twisted, dmaost willfully. Onetrailed out behind the pillar Wynn
leaned upon, then snaked down to splash upon the stone floor.

Some of the smoke coaesced to form awide paw of shadow. From around the pillar, the lanky
dlhouette of awolf stepped out into the crystd’ slight.

Chap snarled and bit into the bottom of Wynn's coat. He dragged her to the wide corridor’ s center, still
growling, as more shadows shifted beyond the pillars.

More forms appeared in the dark. Another black tranducent wolf stepped out across the corridor, and
itsrumblerolled around the stone walls. It lunged and snapped before Chap could dart into itsway.
Sooty jaws passed straight through Wynn's ankle.

She screamed asfrigid cold knifed deep into her bones.

Get up! Chap ordered.

He charged the shadow wolf, sngpping hisjaws over its muzzle— through its muzzle.

Chap’ s yelp echoed down the corridor as he lunged away with a shudder.

Wynn scrambled up, limping from the cold ache in her ankle. Smadler indigtinct forms dithered in the dark
around the white woman'’ s leg—and she advanced.

Keep away from her!

Wynn retreated as Chap’ swarning filled her head.

The shadows came no closer. They only shifted behind the pillars as the white woman stepped dowly
forward. Wynn and Chap backed along the corridor as she herded them.

Wynn barely noticed when therow of pillars ended and lost track of the twists and turns aong the way.
Asthey turned into a passage no wider than acommon cottage, a shadow wolf appeared in their way.
The only path |eft was a doorless opening on theright, leading into aroom. No one—and
nothing—followed them insde. Chap whirled to block the entrance as Wynn dumped to the floor in
chilled exhaugtion.

Therest of the night was horrible for Magiere, listening to Leesil’ stale of how she’ d run off in her deep
and the others had gone looking for her.

“I told Wynn to stay!” hefinished, and Sgéile samber eyes echoed Lees|’ sfrustration.

Neither of them blamed Magiere for Wynn getting lost. Indeed, they were both concerned for her state
of mind. But it wasn't hard to see that each wrestled with heavy guilt.

Oshasat near the canvas, often peering out into the night. Once, Sgéile had to stop him from leaving on
hisown.

“Chap will find her!” Lees| sad harshly. “But wewon't find either of them in the dark. Chap will hole up
with Wynn somewhere until morning and wait for us.”

Oshajust kept peering around the canvas' edge.

Magiere couldn’t bear the sight and lowered her eyes. No matter what Leesi| or Sgéile said, this was her
fault.

Something had taken her in deep, in dream, until she couldn’t tell what was redl anymore. She' d put
everyone at further risk after dragging them into thisworld of snow and ice. For al Lees|’ s assurances,
Wynn might not survive long enough for Chap to find her. The thought of continuing without Wynn made
Magiere want to weep, but she couldn’t.

“Don’'t let medeep,” shewhispered.

Lees| glanced over with apuzzled expression. Sgéilelifted his head and then sighed—he knew what she



meant.

“lcan't...,” Magierewhispered, biting down anger. “1 can't take any more dreams. Not if | can't tell
what’ sredl anymore.”

Her sheathed falchion was till leaning against the depression’s back wall. She snatched it up and tossed
it to Sgéile. He caught the blade with alook of puzzlement on hisdark face.

“Don'tgiveitback . .. unless| needit,” shewarned.

Before Leesi| could explode, Magiere put her fingers over hislips.

“I remember . . . bardly seeing Chap standing on me,” she said. “Theway helooked . . . hewouldn’t
have come a me, if | hadn’t done something that scared him . . . unlessyou werein danger.”

Lees| sghed sharply in anger. “1 should keep your—"

“No,” shecut in, and looked to Sgéile. “If | lose mysdlf again, | might only recognize Leesi| or Chap.
Either way, | don’t want them near me and carrying anything | might see as my own wegpon, or | might
try totakeitand...”

Sgéile understood, and closed both hands tightly around the falchion’ s sheath. He nodded. Not his usua
curt bob, but dow and dight and al too resolute.

Even Osha had turned to listen. The worried look on hislong face suggested he understood most of her
words.

“Magiere. . . thedagger?’ Sgéile said softly.

Shewent cold, remembering she still carried it tucked in the back of her belt. If she' d thought of it out
therein the dark, when Leesil and Chap camefor her . . .

Magiere reached quickly around her back, but the blade wasn't there.

“It'sunder your pack,” Leesi| said.

Sgdile pivoted over on one kneg, retrieving the white-metal blade. He held it out to Osha, and Magiere
sat upright in darm. Oshacould not stop her if she wanted it.

“Better to divide your arms,” Sgéile explained, “in case you try to come for them. | will keep your sword
upon my back . . . for when you truly need it.”

Oshatook the long war dagger with anod to Magiere, but his assurance didn’t squelch her doubt. He
dipped it into the back of his belt benesth his cloak.

Magiere dumped against the depression’ swall, resting her head upon LeesiI’ s shoulder. No one spoke,
and morning was along time coming.

Findly, Osha glanced back at everyone. Hisjaw clenched and hisbrow lined determinedly. He jerked
the canvas aside.

The sky wastinted light gray, and the storm had died down.

“Yes” Sgélesad, risng.

Oshawas out before the word finished.

Sgéile strapped the fachion over hisback, its hilt rising above hisleft shoulder. Then he pointed to the
depression’s back.

“Take your new blades,” hetold Leesl.

Magiere clenched up, anticipating Leesil’ sangry denid, but she glanced where Sgéile pointed.

He had cut away the sheeths bottom ends to make room for the gifted blades longer tips. Halfway up
each sheath’ s Side, where the wings settled, were now small hollows to accommodate the half-circle bars
that would brace outside of Lees|’sforearms. Not the safest way to carry them, with those long points
gticking out, but they were better than no sheaths at dl.

To Magiere srdief, Lees| gathered them without aword.

She began to pack up and saw the metd circlet among her scant belongings. She hesitated and then
dowly picked it up. She didn’t want or need it but didn’t care to leave it unattended. So she hung it
around her neck over her wool pullover and hauberk, asthis seemed the easiest way to carry it without a
pack. Lees| watched her in puzzlement but didn’t ask.

With everyone geared for speed, they stepped out to find Oshawaiting anxioudly.

“Wetogether,” Oshasaid in broken Belaskian. “No parting.”

Lees| pointed up and left. “If Wynn tried to follow me and Chap, she' d have gone that way.”



Oshatook off in the lead.

The going was dow in the blizzard' s fresh snowfall. Oshadid hisbest to plow apath for everyonedseto
follow. After awhile, Sgéiletook his place, and Oshafell back to therear of their line. Later, when Sgéile
paused, bending to catch his breath, Leesil moved up to take over, but then he stood there awhile, just
looking abott.

“Chap and | camethisway,” he said, pointing. “But | don’t know how long or far Wynn followed before
getting logt.”

“Then head toward where you found me,” Magiere suggested. “We Il cal out from there. If Chapis
anywhere nearby, he'll hear us.”

Sgéile moved to the rear as Lees| pressed on. But when Magiere stepped forward, thefirst clear
impression of what she' d felt the night before surfaced in her mind.

Running . . . the need to go higher . . . to climb straight up through the cragged mountainside.

She pushed that returning urge aside. Only the search for Wynn mattered.

When they reached the boxed gully where she' d been found, they turned aside onto other paths. Sunlight
broke through the clouds now and then, making the white snow too bright. They searched until the sun
crested the sky and began its downward path west, toward the peaks updope.

Oshawaked back along the base of an overhanging ridge.

“Wynn!” hecdled.

They kept in sight of each other asthey spread out and began calling, but no one answered. Magiere
returned to their central starting point as Leesil came jogging back, hopping across exposed rocksto
avoid wading inthe drifts.

“Thisisno good,” he said. “We need to backtrack and look for a different path up. | don’t think she
medeit thisfar.”

Once the sun passed beyond the peaks above them, the dopes would be swallowed in fase twilight by
midafternoon. And they were no closer to finding Wynn and Chap.

Sgéilereturned aswdl, but when Leesi| repeated his suggestion, Osha spit an angry string of Elvish.
Instead of a sharp rebuke, thistime Sgéile only frowned and shook his heed at the young €f. They dl
headed downward, still searching for side paths. Osha often ranged too far, forcing them to wait on him
before they could move on.

A drange sensation flowed through Magiere, and she stopped.

“Here?’ she said to hersdf, turning around.

Osha came running back to them from that same direction, his face flushed as he pointed back the way
he' d come.

“Look!” he panted, waving them to follow.

They dl trudged aong through the broken snow of his path.

“Fork here,” hesaid. “Thisway go your path”—and hetipped hischin at Leesl. “Wynn may follow
other!”

Sgéilelooked both ways separating around the point of ahigh-rising dliff. Even Lees| seemed doubtful
and uncertain. Magiere studied the separate paths, but the one Osha chose made her fed warm insde.
Wasit just the pull within her, playing on her again . . . or wasit hunger?

No—there couldn’t be an undead out here in broad daylight. And then the heat in Magiere turned
sharply cold. Her ssomach knotted as the chill spread.

“Yes,” shewhispered.

Magiere only redlized she' d spoken adoud when Leesi| stepped before her, watching her in wary
concern. Osha sintense eyes werelocked on her aswell, and when she nodded dowly toward the path
he' d chosen, he took off down the fork. Magiere lunged after him.

Lees| and Sgéile followed in silence. Magiere looked back once at Leesl’ s chest, but the amulet hanging
over his coat wasn't glowing.

“What' swrong?’ he demanded.

Shedidn’t answer—didn’t know how—and tugged him forward by the deeve as she hurried to catch up
with Osha. Shewas right on top of the young anmaglahk when they crested a snow-choked saddle and



clambered down into yet another dead end.

“Magiere!” Lees| shouted, panting as he came up behind her. “Sow down!”

She hadn’'t dept or eaten since the night before. None of them had. Perhaps she just was't thinking
right, and the spreading chill was nothing more than fatigue.

Theworld brightened sharply in her eyes.

Tears did instantly down her cheeks. Her mouth began to ache as she spotted atall, wide crack farther
adong thegully wall.

Leesl came around her side, and his eyes widened. She knew her irises had expanded and blackened.
“What isit?’ hewhigpered, following her gaze dong the gully wall.

Oshahad aready jogged ahead, but he came to a sudden halt. He stood there just short of the chute's
opening, staring into it, and Sgéile appeared at Magiere s other side.

Nothing marred the snow, but Magiere knew the blizzard had covered what had happened in this place.
Oshaturned, looking back at them in anguish.

“It' sblood,” Magiere whispered to Leesl|. “Just barely . . . | can smdll it.” Hkuan'duv sat inthe tent as
dawn broke.

“Greimasy’ &h?’ Danvarfij said hestantly.

She crouched before the tent’ s opening, but he did not ook up. He kept trying to understand what had
happened in the night and the sudden deaths of Kurhkége and A’ harhk’ nis. Thiswas no timeto grieve or
face his shamefor leaving their bodies.

“Hkuan' duv!” Danvarfij inssted. “ Sgéilsheilleache’ s group is on the move, but they did not break camp.
They may Hill search for the smdl human, but we must know for certain.”

He breathed deeply, and she backed away as he crawled from the tent.

After hisreturn and the tale of what had happened, she had acted as both night watch and scout while he
rested. But like Hkuan' duv, she was keeping grief locked away until their purpose wasfulfilled.

In truth, he had needed time aone, though it brought him no revelations. The white woman had taken two
of his caste and disabled him—all before she could be struck even once. Her frail form was a deception,
hiding startling speed and strength.

Hkuan’ duv stood up, facing the white, rocky world around him. Wind and snowfall had ceased by dawn.
He ran ahand through his short, spiky hair, secured his face wrap, and pulled up his hood. Without a
word, he and Danvérfij dipped adong the white landscape and crouched to peer at Sgéilsheilleache's
abandoned camp.

“When did they leave?’ hefindly asked.

“Atfirg light.”

He could not decide whether to wait or to follow their clear trail. “ They must be searching for the smdll
human and the mgjay-hi.”

“Both were alive when you escaped?’ she asked.

“Y es, but the mgjay-hi charged the . . . white woman. He could not have survived long, and the human
would have died quickly after. We have only to wait until Sgéilsheilleache discoverstheir bodiesand
returnsto camp.”

“And the bodies of our fallen,” Danvarfij added. “ Sgéilshellleache will know his casteisfollowing him.”
She was not blaming him for leaving their companions behind, but shame dipped past Hkuan' duv’ s guard
just the same. It sickened him that he had left Kurhkége and A’ harhk’ niswhere they lay, without even a
hurried ceremonid call to the ancestorsto come for their spirits.

“They werelogt,” Danvarfij said, “and you were not. | would have done the same.”

“Y our sympathy does not serve our purpose,” he replied.

Greater concerns plagued him. Two more members of his caste now searched the land where this savage
white woman ranged. Sgéilsheilleache and Osha had no ideawhat was waiting up there. Hisfirgt ingtinct
was to warn them, but he could not do so without exposing his presence.

“Fulfilling our purpose will be moredifficult,” Danvérfij said. “ A’ harhk’ nis was wilderness-wise, but so
are you. Perhaps we should monitor the search?’

“Not yet,” he said. “We wait. Whether they find the bodies or not, they have to return. Thereisno point



inrisking ourselves.”

Danvarfij shifted closer beside Hkuan' duv to share warmth.

Wynn stirred, memories of the past night flooding back—the daughtered anmaglahk, Chap falling asif
dead, and the white woman with black hair. She sat up in panic, opening her eyes.

A dull orange glimmer dimly lit marred stonewalls, but Wynn could not remember where she was.

| amhere.

She spotted Chap across the room, staring out the entrance. Only remnants of hinges showed that there
had once been adoor.

The orange light came from awide and shallow tripod brazier sitting on the sone floor to one side. It had
not been there when she collgpsed to the floor, but the brazier did not hold fire.

Instead, apile of fist-sized crystals glowed like codsinits black iron depression. Thesefilled the smal
room with more heat than light, raising the temperature above freezing.

“How long have | been adeep?’ she asked.

Chap kept his gaze fixed outsde of the opening. Day has come.. . . | have seen traces of sunlight
down the corridor outside.

Wynn's sscomach rolled dightly at hiswords. Her right leg throbbed painfully, but she could fed her toes
again. She crawled over to where Chap sat vigil, remembering trand ucent wolves, ravens, and swirling
dark forms.

“Arethey Hill out there?” she asked.

They appear and vanish . . . but they are there, always.

“What arethey?’ she whispered.

Chap remained slent for along moment. Undead . . . though | have never heard of animals as such .
.. let alone ones like shadow and yet not.

Sherose up on her kneesto peer over Chap. Nothing distinct met her gaze—but something like shifting
soot moved in the dark spaces across the corridor outside.

“We are prisoners,” she whispered. “But why does she keep us dive?’

Chap did not answer, and Wynn wondered where the white undead might be. She dug out the cold lamp
crystal and rubbed it quickly.

The room was perhaps twelve by fourteen paces with no other openings. Its old stone walls seemed
deeply marred in places by wild swirls of tangled scratches. A decayed desk near the back wall had
collapsed on one side, and its danted top had long ago spilled its contents on the floor. Iron brackets
supporting shelves were mounted on the right wall, but the lowest wooden board lay in pieces on the
floor amid scattered papers and books grown brittle and tattered with age.

“Where are we?’

Chap growled at the doorless opening but did not answer.

“Lagtnight...,” shesad, “you kept looking, until you found me.”

Heturned his head and quickly licked her hand.

Wynn was thirsty, but she saw no sign of food or water. Then she spotted two smal bottles among items
near the broken desk. She crawled over and picked one up. Remnants of dried black stains flaked off its
open mouth, and she redlized it once had held ink. Quillslying in the mess were nothing but stems, the
feathers rotted completely away.

“WEe rein an abandoned study,” she said, and went to inspect the shelves.

A few books were so old that their covers were damaged with mold. They looked so weak and brittle
shewas afraid to pick one up.

Another shelf held rolls of rough wood-pulp paper and animal skins stripped clean of fur. She knew
enough about old archives not to touch them just yet, lest they crumble and break in her hands. Down
another shelf she found stacks of old bark with markings on their inner Sides.

Other works were bound in sheaves between hardened dats of leather or roughly finished wood panels.
One was sandwiched between what looked like scavenged squares of iron the size of adraught board.
“Chap . .. comeand look at these”

Look to the wallsfirst.



Wynn glanced a him, but he had not turned around. What would she want with decaying walls? She
stepped closer, holding the crystd high.

The marks on the walls were not the etchings of age.

The crystd’ slight spilled over amass of faded black writing. Patches of words, sentences, and strange
symbols covered the stones. They ran in wild courses, sometimes overlapping and tangling in each other.
Wynn tried to trace one long phrase.

It might have been a sentence, if she could have read it—but it seemed to go on without end. And the
wordswere not al in the same language. Even the symbol sets differed, and some had faded, becoming
illegible

One word was composed of Helltak letters, aforerunner of Wynn's native Numanese, but the letters
were used to spell out wordsin adifferent tongue, one that she did not recognize. A piece of old
Sumanese was followed by an unknown ideogram, and then a set of odd strokes tangled with short
marks. She found one possible Dwarvish rune, but it was so worn she could not be certain.

The passages were in scattered patches, asif the author had run out of paper or hide, or anything elseto
write upon. Over time, driven by some desperation, this digointed and manic record had been made on
any surface available. But what had the author used for ink that would adhere to stone for so long?
Wynn shifted back, until al the lines and marks became tangled chaos.

Like reading madnessitsdf recorded on forgotten wals.

Now . . . look next to the archway.

Chap’ swords startled her. Obvioudy he had been nosing about before she avoke. Stepping toward the
doorless opening, shefound acolumn of ingle. . . words? It seemed so, though again the languages and
symbol setsvaried.

The highest lines were too faded, asif the words had been rewritten in adownward progression over
many years or decades. Midway to the floor, Wynn recognized what seemed to be ancient Elvish by its
accent marks, written in the rare Edén script. Further on was more roughly scripted old Sumanese. Near
the bottom, amost to the floor was.. . . wasit some form of Belaskian?

And each line was only one word.

The symbols differed, yet they dways recorded two syllables or sounds.

“Li...kun...,” shesounded out, and glanced at Chap. “ Do you know thisterm?’

Morethan aword, | think. . . .

Wynn studied the repeating column of theword. “ A name?’

Chap dowly turned his head. He scanned the column once before looking back out into the dim corridor.
| thinkitisher.

Wynn gazed out the archway, suddenly fearful that the white woman might appear asif cdled.

“If those shadow animal's have not entered by now, perhapsthey will not.”

No, they only keep usin. Chap stood up and padded across the room, studying the walls. Can you
read any of it?

“Not truly. I know some of the languages, and some of the symbol setsare familiar. But many do not
match the language they are used for.”

She rubbed the crystal harder, and held it close to the patch beside the shelves.

“Old pre-Numanese tongues. . . and Edén, an older Elvish system,” she whispered.

Can you read it? Chap repeated, histone impatient in her head.

“I told you no!” Wynn answered, but her brief anger was born of fright. “All I can make out is gibberish.
.. between words that have aready faded.”

Try another wall.

She looked about and spotted smaller writings above the desk’ sremains. As she crossed, shetried not
to step on the old parchments stuck to the floor by years of dried humidity. Holding the crystal close, she
traced lines of marks, careful not to touch them.

“Thisword . . . looksliketriba lyindu—old Sumanese—and part of it isin the correct letters.”

What does it say?

“Givemeamoment!” Wynn snapped. “It isnearly adead dialect.”



She struggled to sound it out in her head. The middle characters were too faint. She sighed in frustration.
But the beginning and end caught in her mind, and the sound was familiar somehow. She thought she
remembered it written somewhere esein other |etters.

Wynn hurried back to rescan the tangled passage beside the shelves. She came to one word written in
Edan-Elvish, but it spelled out the same beginning and ending as the lyindu-Sumanese—and itsmiddle
was clear to read.

“1I"Samar!” Wynn whispered.

What? Chap shoved in besde her. Where do you see this?

Wynn pointed.

“Sama” was obscure, meaning something like “conversation in the dark.” And “il” was acommon prefix
for aproper noun, sometimes used for titles aswell as predecessorsin aperson’slineage. The old
necromancer Ubad had cried out this name as Magiere and Chap closed in upon him in Droevinka.
Wynn hurried back to the wall above the desk, forgetting to watch her footing, and brittle parchment
shredded beneath her feet.

Now she understood the word with the faded middle, and she went over and over that sentence, trying
to pick out more, but it was so badly worn.

“‘Guardian’ ... no, ‘guardiansfor’ ... something that is‘unmaking’ . .. and then i’ Samar.”

Wynn dumped in exasperation.

“Thatisdl | canfollow. Isshe. . . thiswoman, one of these? Welstiel spoke of ancient ones guarding
whatever treasure he sought. By the look of her, sheisundead, but that would mean .. .”

All the wall writings gppeared to be in the same hand, though Wynn was not certain, considering the
rough surface. But she had read mention of more than one * guardian.”

She scanned among the shelves' contents, findlly reaching for the bottom iron-bound sheaf, which looked
relatively sound. It weighed more than she expected, and she knelt awkwardly, trying to set it down. The
old leather binding strap had turned as hard as wood.

“Bitethisopen for me.”

Chap began gnawing the hardened hide strip. What are you looking for?

“Other writing . . . in other hands.”

The leather tie cracked in Chap’ steeth, and Wynn lifted the top iron plate with effort.

Theinner sheetswere made from squared hide stretched thin and had withstood time better than
parchment or paper. They were now as hard as bone, and their inked |ettering was difficult to read on the
dark squares. Wynn lifted multiple sheets at once, watching for changesin handwriting.

And she saw them.

At least three different people had recorded entire pagesin thisvolume. Unlike the wall writings, these
passages were coherently scripted in one matching language and letter system at atime. How old was
this sheef?

“There are other guardians,” she whispered, growing frightened again. “ Perhaps two or three. How long
have they been here?’

No . . . sheisnow the only one.

Wynn raised her eyes. “We have seen no more than the corridor and thisroom. But at |east three
different hands have written these pages.”

| senseonly her . . . | cannot even sense her shadow servants. . . only her.

Wynn glanced toward the archway, and then to the mad writing surrounding this old, decayed room.
She has been alone. . . for longer than we can measure. And even before the others were gone.. . .
| would guess she has been here since. . .

“Sincethewar,” Wynn finished in awhisper. “ Since the Forgotten History and the war that erased it.”
Wynn shivered in her coat, though the room was nearly warm from the brazier’ s strange crystals.

How many languages can you read?

She squinted, making amenta count. “Well, my own tongue, Numanese, and some of itsearlier
predecessors. .. um. . . classicd Stravinan, Belaskian of course, and the Begaine syllabary of my guild .
.. generd Dwarvish and one of itsforma variants. . . Elvish—modern and ancient scripts, including the



Edén, though | have not fully grasped the variation used by the an’ Créan. Some Sumanese, but not much
of itsolder derivations or the desert—"

Wynn! Chap lowered his head, snout pointing to the hide pages. What is written here?

She held the crysta closer. “ This pageisvery old Sumanese—Iyindu, | think—and the handwriting does
not match what iswritten on thewalls. | learned a bit of the modern diaect, but | havelittle grasp of the
lesser-known desert diaects”

Wynn placed ahand on Chap’ s shoulder. “ The passages are not signed, but this one mentions aname.
‘Volyno,’ in the past tense, so | would guess he was no longer present when it waswritten. Wait . . .
here isanother . . . aSumanese name—'Has saun.” Perhaps the author of this passage, but | could be
mistaken.”

She sat back, lowering the crysta into her Iap, and Chap huffed, wrinkling his snout in frustration. A
flicker inthe archway drew their attention.

The tranducent outline of a shadow wolf showed againgt the lighter dark in the corridor. The entire animal
was soot black, evenitseyes. All thoughts of language fled from Wynn's mind.

Thewolf remained in the doorway, but something pale approached behind it—and walked straight
through the beast into the smal chamber.

Wynn clutched the fur between Chap’s shoulders at the Sight of their returned captor.

Sender asawillow and bardly tadler than Wynn hersdf, the woman’ swhite body was lightly tinged with
orange from the brazier’ s glow. Shining hair hung like wild black corn silk across her shoulders and down
over her smal breasts. And where Wynn had sometimes seen atrace of brown in Chan€e' s eyes, she now
looked into iriseslike hard quartz. Even the woman's small mouth was as pale and colorless as her skin.
Wynn's gaze caught on the tips of metal around her neck. They peeked out through the separation of her
hair.

“Chap, those knobs and the metal,” Wynn whispered. “It looksjust like Magiere' s thorhk.”

The woman lunged a step at these words, and Wynn ducked behind Chap as he rumbled in warning.
The deceptively frail undead stared at Wynn. She traced her own lipswith narrow fingertips, never
looking a Chap. Then her gaze dropped to the pile of hide sheets opened on the floor.

Her strangely shaped eyes narrowed, and her lips parted in asilent snarl over clenched teeth. She began
to shake as her fingers hooked like claws.

Say the name! Chap shouted into Wynn’shead. Her name!

Wynn floundered in panic, not knowing what he meant.

From the column of words beside the door!

“Li...kun...,” Wynnwhispered.

The woman froze, and her ferd expression softened.

Wynn tried to find her voice. “Li-kun!”

The woman's eyes opened fully. Confusion washed anger from her face.

Her gazeflitted over the walls, wandering among patches of black scribbles, until she gppeared to grow
dizzy and stumbled. When she turned fully around, her back to Wynn, she stopped—and threw hersdlf at
the wall beside the door.

She crumpled, her ddlicate hands dragging down the column of aname written so many times. When she
reached the floor, she twisted about to squat with her knees pulled up against her bare chest.

Do not move, Chap warned. Do nothing to disturb her for the moment.

Wynn flinched as the woman began weskly hammering at her head with limp fists, like someonetrying to
didodge aforgotten memory. She sucked in air over and over. But undead did not need to breathe, and
the corners of her mouth kept twisting, stretching.

Was shetrying to spesk? If so, her voice did not come.

“Volyno?" Wynn whispered. “Hés saun?’

Enough! Chap warned.

Strands of black hair tangled over the woman’ s face as she lowered her head. Her crystd irises fixed
upon Wynn.

In their frightening depths, Wynn saw anguished hunger for . . . something.



Chap remained poised before Wynn.

In this castle of Magiere' s dreams, he had hoped to learn more concerning what memories the Fay had
gtolen from him, and why they had done so. He also believed he might find answers to questions
concerning Lees| and Magiere, and their future—and the forgotten conflict and an enemy of many
names.

Now al he could do was watch this ancient monster crumpleinto her insanity.

This place was old—older perhaps than any stronghold in the world. Hefelt how devoid of life these
walls had been for centuries or longer. And thiswhite thing might be older till.

No longer trying to speak, the woman watched Wynn.

Your voice. . . spoken words shocked her, hetold Wynn. Perhaps that is why she did not kill you.
Wynn looked down at him.

Hewas only guessing, and yet heloathed the notion of dipping into the crazed thing’s memories.

She has been alone for so long that she had forgotten the sound of words. It seems she knows only
what iswritten.

Wynn's face brushed his ear as she whispered, “What now?’

Talkto her ... and | will try to catch any of her memories.

“Areyou sure?’

Doit. .. while she remains sedate.

Wynn inched forward on her knees and pointed to herself.

“Wynn,” shesaid. “Andyou are. . . Li-kun?’

The woman tilted her head like a crow, or perhaps more like ahawk.

Chap cautioudy dipped into her mind. He saw nothing, asif she had no memoriesat dl torisein her
thoughts.

Try the other names again.

“WhoisVolyno. .. or H&s saun?’

At the second name, awild barrage of broken images erupted in the woman’ s head.

Hlickering white faces passed among other sights—cold pesks, an endless desert, a cowering goblin
hammering at stone, massive iron doors, a pal e headless corpse on astone floor . . . the maglstrom made
Chap sick.

Her name. . . again!

Wynn pointed to the woman. “Li-kun . . . isthisyour name?’

The woman's mouth gaped. She lunged forward onto al fours, and her black hair dangled with stray
ends brushing the floor. A hoarse rasp issued from her throat. Something in the sound mimicked the way
Wynn had pronounced the name.

“Li’k&n?" Wynn tried, atering her pronunciation.

The undead studied the sage in fascination and crept forward across the floor.

Chap shifted, ready to lunge into the woman’ sface, but she dowed, hesitating. She lifted one hand and
reached out to Wynn. Chap trembled.

The undead stretched out one narrow finger, the digit dipping through the side of Wynn'swispy brown
hair.

To the sage’ s credit, she did not flinch, remaining frozen in place— even asthe finger pulled down over
her lips. When it passed her chin and retracted, Wynn swallowed hard and turned toward the wall beside
the shelves.

“ Arethese your writings?’

Cam sanity vanished once more from Li’ kan' sface.

She clutched her own arms, scratching hersalf with hardened white nails. The wounds closed so quickly
that barely any black fluids seeped out. Harsh, rapid hisses poured from her throat. But no matter how
fast her small mouth moved, her voice would not come. Chap could not make out what shetried to say.
Li’kan thrashed in frustration, turning circleson al fourslike adog.

Wynn shrank back, but Chap stood his ground.

He feared the undead no longer possessed redl memories, or that after so long aone, they had faded



beyond her mind' s reach.

Chap steded himsdlf and dipped againinto Li’k&n’smind.

Wild blurs of images, lacking any sound, passed through amind that was no longer rationa. Then aflash
of something massive, with coils of black scales, rolled and did in adark place. Behind it, he saw abrief
glimpse of natural stone, asin an underground space. Then the image vanished, replaced by one of Chap
himsdf.

No, alarge wolf—but it had the Strange crystal sky-blue eyes of amagjay-hi.

An ancestor of the breed from long ago, exactly like those Chap had seen in Most Aged Father’s
memory. Li’kén remembered one of the origina born-Fay, who had come into the world during the
forgotten war.

“I...sa...mar...,” sherasped, and then her grating hisstrailed on.

[I" Samar —the only word of her voiceless gibberish that Chap could catch.

Why would she think of born-Fay—or any Fay—and then the enemy of many names?

Chap recoiled, pulling from the undead’ s mind, but he still wondered that she had no memory of anyone
spesking—until Wynn.

Li’kan, thiswaking shell of desth, could write, though not coherently. But spoken language had been lost
to her for so long that she had forgotten even the sound of her own name.

Magierefelt an undead’ s presence dl around her, but not like ever before. It seeped from the rocks and
snow and air, with no origin she could fix upon—and the pull within her pressed her to go on, upward.
She smdled blood in the cold air’ slight breeze.

Oshaleaned into the black space in the cliff’ swall and cried out, “ Sgéilsheilleache!”

Sgéileran past Magiere. Shetook off on his heelswith Lees| close behind. Before they reached Osha,
he collapsed, his knees sinking in the snow.

A rocky chute rose up through the gully’ s stonewall, and at its bottom lay a <till form dumped against
onesde.

“Kurhkage!” Sgéile whispered.

The corpse of thetdl ef had only scar tissue for one eye, and the other was till open wide. A light
scattering of snow had collected on histan face, and awhite cloth partialy covered his open green-gray
cloak. But the chest of histunic was dark with frozen blood around a gaping hole where the ends of
shattered ribs protruded.

Lees| hissed something under his breath, and Magiere spun abouit.

He' d stopped short on the gully’ s open floor, and the trail he’ d broken in the snow ended where he
stood. But something more had rolled ahead of hisfeet, something that he’ d accidentally kicked from
under the snowfall.

Blood on the head' s ragged neck stump had frozen into red ice crust from the clinging snow.
“A’harhk’nigl” Sgéile exhaed the name and shook his head in disbdlief.

“How?’ Oshamoaned, and then dipped into Elvish.

Sgéileweskly waved him into Slence.

Magiere barely noted their shock and grief. She wastoo focused on keeping her dhampir haf from rising.
If shewent near Sgéile, she'd try to force answers from him. Why were other anmaglahk in these
mountains, So closeto her destination?

Lees| joined Sgéile, and his expression was hard to read. “Y ou knew them?’

“Yes,” Sgéile whispered. “ Kurhkége spoke for Oshawhen hefirst requested acceptance to our caste.”
Oshagtared at the corpse’ s one eye and didn’t blink until his own eyes began to water.

“What were they doing up here?’ Lees| demanded.

The low threat in his voice made Magiere s own anger quicken. Shock faded from Sgéile sface,
replaced by wariness.

“I do not know.”

“Then guessl” Lees| snapped. “How isthis connected to us?’

Sgdleturned on him. “What are you suggesting?’

Lees| didn't answer. He just stood there, glancing back at the head lying in the snow.



The scent of blood sharpened in Magiere' s nodtrils.

“| swear, | do not know,” Sgéileingsted and looked away. “I know nothing of this. Kurhkage shands. .
. hedid not even pull aweapon.”

Lees| pushed past Osha and crouched before the dead anmaglahk.

Magiere s eyesfixed on the head. Itsface, haf-covered in clinging snow, still held afrozen hint of
outrage.

“Could there be more?’ Leesi| asked, though he sounded far away in Magiere' sears.

“No,” Oshaanswered in Belaskian. “Our caste not leave them . . . perform ritesfor dead. Wedo it
Leesl’svoice grew louder. “Not until we find Wynn and Chap!”

Magiere scanned the snow-filled gully. Not far back she spotted along oblong mound.

She knew the headless body must lie there beneath the snow, and she crouched to pick up the head.
Frozen hair crackled in her hands.

“Magiere?’ Leesl called.

“What isshedoing?’ Sgéile asked, voicerisnginaarm.

Something she had not done since Bela, and the hunt for an undead who had been murdering nobles.
Holding adead girl’ sdress, she had accidentally ssumbled into Welstiel’ sfootsteps, where he had torn
open the girl’ sthroat upon her own doorstep.

Two dead anmaglahk lay here, and she sensed a Noble Dead like no other she' d come across. Instinct
and blood told her in part what had happened. And Chap and Wynn were till missing.

Magiere cringed at what she might learn—see—through the undead’ s eyes by touching itsvictim. But she
had to know. She had to—

“Magierel” Lees| shouted. “Don't!”

Darkness and the previous night’ s blizzard swalowed Magiere sworld.

She looked down upon an anmaglahk pinned in the snow between her narrow white thighs. Before he
swung along curved blade, she grabbed hisface. Her whitefingers did up into his hair as she drove her
teeth into histhroat.

Skin, muscle, and tendons tore between her jaws. Blood flooded her mouth and seeped into her throat.
She arched, whipping her torso back as shetore his head free, and stared at another bloody mass
clutched in her other hand.

Shefelt no hunger to feed upon hislife. Shewas dready glutted, constantly fed by something she couldn’t
see. And suddenly, claws bit into her bare back.

Magiere whirled to find Chap snarling, with hackles raised and teeth bared. He harried her until she
backhanded him. Part of Magiere shriveled insde as his body hit the gully wall and dumped motionless
into the deep snow.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to run to him.

The smdl white body she existed within turned toward afigure standing in the chute' s opening.
Magieretried to stop hersdlf, but her ddlicate white hand latched around Wynn' sthroat. And then she
cringed and shrank away at the sound of Wynn'scry.

Shedidn’t know why the words hurt her, frightened her . . . and then made her hungry to hear more of
them. She ran up through the chute with Wynn gripped in her hand, and Chap’ s scrambling paws fading
behind her.

She crested the chute’ stop, and something hammered the side of her face.

Hunger erupted in Magiere sbelly.

She tumbled back in the snow as someone dapped the frozen head from her hand. Her jaw ached but
not from her sharpening teeth. She tasted blood—rea blood—

“What areyou doing?’ Leesil’ s voice cracked with hysteria. “Y ou think dreams are the only things that
messwith your heed?’

He crouched over her, one hand pinning her chest and the other till clenched into afist. Rather than
anger, blind panic filled hisamber eyes.

Magiere s eyes began to burn. The sky around him was brilliant, but not as bright as hishair around his



tan face.

She grabbed the front of his coat, pulling hersdf up.

“Your eyes. ..,” Lees| whispered, “they’re dmost pure black!”

Sgéile and Osha stood behind him, wary hardness and fright plain on their faces.

Magiere wanted only to run for the chute.

Resisting the pull within her no longer mattered. 1t now led to Wynn and Chap—and the cresture who
had taken them. All her drivesled upward. She gripped Leesil’ sjacket with both hands, tears running
from her burning eyes.

“Have...to...Qgo,” shesnarled, barely understanding her own mangled words. “Now . . . to Wynn.. .
.and Chap.”

“What is happening to her?” Sgéile demanded.

Leesi| settled hishands on her cheeks, holding her face, and she dropped her forehead against his chest.
She il fdt asif shewere congantly being fed, as when she’ d been inside the monster who had
daughtered these anmaglahk. But it didn’t sate her body. She clenched her fingers so tightly they ground
upon therings of Leesl’ s hauberk benegth his coat.

“Please,” shewhispered.

“Go,” he answered.

Magiere lunged around him, bolting straight for the chute. Sgéile ducked out of her way, but Oshafroze.
She dammed him aside with her palm and drove up the rock path, fingers clawing the sonewalls she
climbed.

Somewhere behind her, Leesi| shouted, “Follow! And don't lose sight of her! She knows where Wynn
and Chap have gone.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Lees| bolted out of the chute’ stop and chased after Magiere. They raced on through late afternoon until
exhausgtion threstened to pull him down.

He couldn’t find atrail in the fresh snow that Magiere was following, but her course never wavered. And
he was till uneasy about what she' d done with the anmaglahk’ s severed head.

Magiere had seen—relived—the moment of an undead’ skill. She had not tried anything so reckless
since Bela, and that had been by accident. It had served a purpose then, and perhapsit did now, but she
shouldn’t have repested the experience.

He hadn’t even seen her pick up the head until it wastoo late.

And how could avampire exist here, with no lifeto feed on? The only thing clear to Lees| wasthat
Magiere somehow knew how to find Wynn and Chap.

“Isshedill sane?’ Sgéile panted beside him. “Is she aware of what she does?’

Lees| wished he could answer. It wasn't that Smple where Magiere' s dhampir nature was concerned.
“Yes” helied. “ Just be quiet and follow.”

Lees| hadn't forgotten what they’ d found in the gully. Sgéile had questionsto answer later. What were
other anmaglahk doing here—and why? Sgéile said he didn’t know, but was he lying? Or wasthismore
of Brot’an’s scheming?

Magiere hit a steep rocky incline where snow thinned. She didn’'t even dow, but climbed on, with one
hand clawing for holds.

“Movefaster,” Lees| panted. “Before she' sout of sght!”

Sgéile passed him on the dope as Osha came up behind. Leesi| raised his head, grabbing for holds with
both hands. Magiere stopped at the crest and looked down at him.

Her enlarged irises were pitch black in her pallid face. She shifted nervoudy, head twisting back and
forth, and she kept glancing over theridge' sfar side.

“Wait!” Lees| cdled to her. “Don’t movel”

Magiere thrashed about, pacing the ridge’ s narrow top, and an anguished whine escaped her mouth. It
turned into a screeching snarl that echoed down theridge.

Sgéile stopped cold and glanced over his shoulder at Leesl.

“Just get up there,” Leesl| urged.

Sgdile pushed on, and Lees| noticed aflattened roll of canvas strapped to his back, dong with Magiere's
sheathed fachion.

Thejostle of running had shifted the bundle, and the winged tip of one of LeesI’s old punching blades
peeked out the bottom. Sgéile crested the ridge, and Leesil scrambled over the top, rising to hisfeet
besde Magiere.

Her breath came in vibrating hisses between clenched teeth. Leesi| followed her fixed gaze into the
distance and his eyes widened.

A vadt plain lay trapped in aring of distant high mountains. Its snow was a pure blanket of undisturbed
white. And resting amid that smooth perfection was the shape of amultitowered castle. Even at a
distance, its Sze seemed impossible, like agray sentind guarding the empty quiet of the sunken plateau.
The cadtleitsalf dmost seemed anillusion, Sitting in this barren place at the top of the world.

“Isthat it?’ he asked, finding hisvoice. “ The one you’ ve been seeing?’

“Yes” Magiere hissed. She back-stepped once downdope, watching him in anticipation.

Lees| scanned the plain for any movement, anything out there waiting to intercept them.

“There)” Oshasad. “Tracks!”

A broken trail led away from the rocky dope' s bottom and out across the smooth white snow.
Magiereinched downward, with her eyes till on Leesl.

Heflipped the straps on his new winged blades and pulled them.

They didn't yet fedl asif they belonged to him. His gloves muted his grip on their handles. But the
half-loops of metd, rising partway down the wings, made the blades settle solidly on hisforearms.
“Everyone on guard. Whatever took Wynn and Chap”—L eesl| glanced sddong at Sgéile—"“and killed



your friends. . . just beready.”

Sgéile made no move to hand Magiere her fachion. He just stood there, watching her.

Leesi| wondered if he' d have to put Sgéile down to get the sword back. When he turned to Magiere, her
black eyes widened, and they fixed on hischest.

In the waning daylight, Leesi| hadn’t even noticed. The topaz amulet Magiere had given him was glowing.
He grew worried how the others might respond to this clear warning, but Sgéile didn’t even flinch at the
amulet’slight.

“Y ou told us about the guardian undeads before we left Ghoivne Ajhghe,” Sgéile said, “ and something
here killed our caste brothers before they could defend themselves.” He looked to Magiere. “But | am
guardianto your purpose. We will find this artifact you seek—and your friends.”

Sgdile s certainty didn’t squelch Leesil’ sworry. He saw nothing but the castle, so what had sparked the
stone and Magiere sinner nature from such a distance?

“Goon,” hesaid, and Magiere took off down the dope. “But stay within reach!”

They trudged down and followed thetrail of broken snow. The closer they cameto the castle, the
brighter the amulet glowed. It made Leesi| even more nervous, and he tucked it inside his coat collar. He
didn’t want abeacon announcing their arrival.

They reached a bleached stone wall surrounding the castle grounds.

Lees| hadn't noticed it from the ridge. Magiere turned aong it, no longer looking to thetrail. Leesl|
followed farther out from the wall, glancing up over its snow-capped top. The castleloomed in the
darkening sky. It looked so old, decrepit and decaying.

Magiere hdted before apair of tal, ornate iron gates. One hung dightly gar at the bottom from a broken
lower hinge, leaving an angled space between them. The snow trail led inward toward awide rise of
stone steps that were strangely free of snow.

“No...bhirds...,” Magiere whispered, and tilted back her head to stare at the high arched peak where
the gatesjoined. “Dif . . . rent. Wrong . .. old. . . broken.”

She gripped the rusted iron with both hands and peered through the gates at the castle beyond. Her
shoulders hunched, asif shewere about to tear thetilting gate from its one remaining hinge. Lees| quickly
grabbed her forearm, as Sgéile hissed awarning.

“Do not announce our presence!”

Lees| shook hishead. “Whatever is herelikely knows someone s coming—it might even have taken
Wynn and Chap just to bait us.”

Magiere |looked expectantly into his eyes, but her gloved hands remained clenched on the gate' s bars.
“Push the rage down,” Leesi| urged. “You got us here. . . now clear your head.”

Magiere' s brow wrinkled, dmost in asnarl, then smoothed again. She appeared to understand. Her jaw
muscles worked, and her tongue passed briefly over her teeth. She inhaled deeply, and her breath hissed
out, turning to vapor in the cold air.

“Yes,” shewhispered, and she Sraightened up, but her irisesremained fully black.

Rdieved, Lees turned to Sgéile. “Welstid used the term *old ones,” but we don’t know how many.

Y our dtilettoswon't help. Get out my old blades and give oneto Osha.”

“No, we have not trained with your wegpons,” Sgéile answered. He held up hisleft hand, exposing a
garrote' shandles, its slvery wire looped about his gloved fingers. “But we can il take heads.”
Magierelooked at the wire and nodded in approval. “ Good.”

Reather than ripping the gate from its hinges, she shoved it, widening the space. Lees| dipped through
behind her.

“My sword,” Magiere said.

Lees| glanced back, and at Sgéile€ s hesitation, he growled, “ Giveit to her!”

Sgdile unstrapped the falchion, and Magiere took it and belted it on. Osha held out the long war dagger
before she' d even asked. She dipped it into her belt at the small of her back.

The sun had dipped below the western peaks. Though the sky was still light, deep shadowsfilled the
sunken plateau, enveloping the castle and its grounds. Lees| cursed himsdlf again for loang Wynn in the
blizzard. If not for his desperation to find her and Chap, he would insst they dl return to camp and wait



for dawn before entering this place.

The courtyard' s smooth white was broken by massive stonesfalen from above ages ago. Thefirst step
of the wide stairs sank midway aong the seam between two of its stones. They all climbed to the top
landing. The large iron doors were etched and discol ored—but sound enough to be a problem.

Magiere set her shoulder to one door and shoved. It moved barely an inch.

Shewas stronger than any of them with her dhampir nature awakened. Through the opening crack, Lees|
saw only darknessinside.

“I don't likethis,” he grumbled. “The door isn't even barred.”

“It doesn’t haveto be,” Magiere answered. “Help me.”

Sgéilejoined Leesl, and they put their own efforts behind Magiere' s. And they both flinched at the
squed of rusted metal as the door opened wider. Magiere didn't hesitate to dip through before anyone
dse

Lees| followed, with Sgéile and Osha behind, and paused to let his eyes adjust. The temperature was no
warmer than outside.

He and Magiere had entered the lairs of Noble Dead before—first Rashed and Teeshd swarehousein
Miiska, and then Ratboy’ slavish homein Bela Both times, Lees| had had a sense of something therein,
by Teeshd s needlepoint and the paintingsin Ratboy’ stownhouse. These faseimpressions of “life’
marked a presence. But as his sght adjusted, he saw no such things here.

Dim twilight dipping through the iron doors offered bardly enough illumination for his half-elven eyes. He
stood in along stone corridor wider than the council hal in Bela. Paired rows of pillarsthe breadth of
elven trees stood near to either sde wall, and each broadened at the base where it met thefloor. The
open way between was wide enough for seven armed men to walk fredly abreast, and it ran on toward
the castl€' s hidden depths. The walls beyond the pillars were difficult to see, but sections of stone
appeared deeply etched by age in random patches.

“You said it looked wrong,” he whispered to Magiere. “ Do you mean compared to your dreams?’
“Older,” she answered. “What | saw was sound and clean, even in the snow andice.”

“Maybe you saw it from the past?’ he asked. “ Through the eyes of who . . . whatever guided you here.”
Magiere closed on one pillar and sniffed sharply.

“Pull out the amulet,” Sgéile whispered.

“It won't be much usefor tracking thisclose,” Lees| answvered.

“Foritslight,” Sgéileindgted. “ Thereis something wrong with these wals.”

Magiere' s gaze wandered as she sniffed again, and this time her nose wrinkled.

Lees| pulled the amulet out. “What’ swrong?’

She shook her head. “ Something familiar but . . . I’'m not sure. Thin— and dl around.”

Oshawatiched her intently. “Wynn? Or Chap?’

“No,” Magiere answered.

Sgaile tapped Lees|’ s shoulder. “Come.”

He stepped around thefirgt left pillar toward the wall beyond. Leesi| followed, and hisgazefell ona
patch of stone etched by decay. The amulet’ slight spilled acrossit, but the roughened age didn’t vanish.
It became awild patch of worn and faded black writing scattered along the wall.

Some crude implement had been used for the rough strokes, and even so, Leesi| couldn’t make out what
it said. Once or twice he spotted Belaskian | ettering, or something likeit, but the characters didn’t spell
out words he recognized.

“Elven. .. and some Sumanese, | believe,” Sgéile whispered. He crouched low, hisfingerstracing a
wandering line. “Here.. . . and again, but not wordsin my peopl€' slanguage.”

“More here,” Oshacalled.

Lees| spotted him near the next pillar down thewall. The young df lifted his gaze up the sonewall.
“More above,” Oshawhispered, and he looked to a height no person could have reached.

Magiere pushed in beside Leesll, flattening her hand upon the writing. She sniffed again and shuddered in
revulson.

Sgdile watched her. “What are you doing?’



“Magiere?’ Lees| whispered.

Her eyes moved across the gibberish on the walls. She pressed her face even closer to the stone and
inhaed deeply.

Magiere spun away, choking as she sstumbled in the open corridor. She reached for her falchion and cast
about, asif looking for athrest.

“Blood,” shewhispered. “From one of them . . . written with itsblood!”

Oshalunged backward into the open corridor.

“What nonsense do you spesk?’ Sgéile asked Magiere. “Thisis not blood.”

Lees| grabbed Sgéil€ stunic shoulder and pulled him up. “Not from the living—from thedead . . .
undead . . . the oneswe ve fought, the vampires, their fluids are black.”

Both he and Sgéile backed away.

“I cansmdl it,” Magiere hissed. “Faint . . . but everywhere.”

“Who do such sick writing?’ Osha asked.

Lees| remembered that an’ Créan were repulsed by any mutilation of the dead. Even he didn’t want to
imagine how this demented practice had been accomplished.

“Isthere harm in touching it?’" Sgéile asked.

Lees| shook hishead. “Not that we ve experienced. But let’smove on.”

He turned down the long corridor with Magiere close beside him. They stuck to the center between the
pillars.

Farther on, they spotted a massive archway straight ahead, shaped in a peaked echo of theiron doors
and the outer gates. Its frame stones were rounded and smooth but unadorned, and through the opening
lay awide stone stairway leading to upper floors. Asthey stepped through the arch, narrow passages
sretched into the dark on the left and right.

“No centra hall,” Sgéile said. “No main meeting or feasting place.”

“What?" Lees| asked.

“Human fortifications usudly have amain hal from the entrance, where visitors are greeted and forma
meals are held. But not here—this placeis strangdly built.”

“It wasn't made for theliving,” Magiere said, looking down one side passage. “ The dead don't take in
vigtorsor host feasts”

Lees| thought he saw aflicker in the dim side passage beyond Magiere. Then it was gone, and he turned
away.

Magiere suddenly flipped the falchion between her hands. She ripped off her coat and let it fall.

A mute shape, darker than a shadow, sailed toward them through the dark air in the side passage.
Lees| quickly shed his coat. He d bardly separated his blades back into both hands when the darting
shadow shot into the stairway chamber. It rose higher . . . and spread into a set of wings.

An enormous black raven wheded in the chamber’ s heights. It tucked wings and began to fdl. When it
spread out again at the bottom of itsdiving arc, Lees| saw thelanding of the stairs behind it—through
it—in the amulet’ slight. He remembered Ubad' s ghostly guardiansin the Apuda sat forest.

The black winged shadow leveled straight at Osha.

“Don'tletit hit you!” Lees| shouted.

Another shadow shot out of the passage, risng behind itsfaling twin.

Herased his blades out, fanning them in the air as he shouted, “Herel”

As Osha dodged away, thefirst shadow raven swerved toward Leesil. He dropped and rolled forward
beneath the bird’ sdive.

It dammed into the archway’ swall and vanished.

Lees | heard the flutter of wingsout in the pillared corridor, and the second raven flew at Sgéile. At the
lagt ingtant, Sgéile lunged aside, out of itsway.

“Stay off the stairsand in the open!” Magiere shouted. “Don't get penned in.”

An eerie caw sounded loudly, and Leesil saw thefirgt bird coming in low aong the pillared corridor.
When it neared the peaked archway, the amulet’ s light seemed to shine upon its black feathers.

Magiere stepped into its path.



Lees| went cold with panic, but the raven stdled, wheding up in aflutter of wings.

“We need light!” Sgéile shouted.

Lees| spun about, ill uncertain what Magiere was doing. The amulet’ slight turned with him, spreading
over the chamber and stairs. He spotted the second raven diving along the central stairway, straight for
Sgéile sback.

"Down!” he shouted.

Sgéile dropped flat, and the raven passed an arm’ s length above him. It swerved suddenly, straight at
Leesl’'sface.

He had no defense against something that could pass through solid walls and threw himsdlf aside. His
shoulder hit the floor, and his hauberk’ srings grated along the cold stone. As herolled, he grabbed the
amulet’ slesther cord, trying not to stab himsalf with his own blade. The cord snapped, and he cast the
amulet to the chamber’ s center for light. Then he saw Magiere.

She turned to face the bird swerving toward her and just stood there, waiting before the archway. Her
arms opened wide, asif chalenging thething coming at her.

“Magiere!” Lees| shouted.

She whipped her arms together and under as the second raven darted for her chest. And her falchion
swiped upward.

Thetip'sarc caught the bird, dead center. A screech filled the chamber asit exploded into smoke.
Trails of sooty vapors blasted around Magiere, driven by the bird’s momentum. They collected beyond
her, smoke gathering again into the raven’ sform. It shot out the peaked archway asitstwin dovein from
the corridor.

Thefirst shadow raven dammed into Magiere s back.

She buckled asit shot out her chest and rose up the center stairs. Sgéil€’ s eyes widened at the sight just
before he had to duck away from the bird' s passing.

A rumbling growl escaped Magiere’ s mouth as she straightened.

Leesi| took ashaky breath. These things had no more effect upon her than did the ghosts of Apudasat.
“How?’" Osha cried out from where he crouched by the archway’ s near side.

“Shecan't be hurt by such things” Leesil shouted. “But we can, so watch yourself!”

Thefirst raven turned for another pass. Magiere couldn’t get her blade up in time. She swung at it with
her free hand asthe amulet’ slight glimmered on the bird’ sform.

Featherstore away in Magiere’ s hooked fingers, and a squealing caw echoed through the chamber.
Torn black feathersturned to vapor before they reached the floor.

The shine upon the raven’ s plumaged faded asit righted its tumbling body. Magiere whipped the fachion
intheair, and it whedled away out of reach.

Lees| didn’t know what these creatures were, but he saw an advantage.

Magiere sfachion inflicted true injury on an undead, so these birds were something akin. And when they
couldn’'t harm her in their shadow state, one had appeared to turn solid for an instant.

“Watch for light on their feathersl” he shouted as Sgéile rose and backed toward Magiere. “ That’ swhen
they can be struck!”

Lees| reached for Oshato drag him clear of thewall.

The black shadow of awolf’s head thrust through the stone, its jaws spreading wide.

Wynn knelt upon the floor near Li’ kan.

Her pity mixed with fear as shetried to read doud from pieces of writing on the walls. Every word drew
acringe from the pale woman, though her eyeswere filled with hunger for the sound. She had been done
for so long that she no longer recognized the wall writings as her own. Chap urged Wynn on, hoping to
learn more from whatever memories flashed through the undead’ s mind.

Hewas able to gather that Li’ kén had been one of three guardians who once existed in this place,
perhaps asfar back asitsorigina construction. She was the only one |l ft.

Though Li’ kan had the attributes of avampire, Chap sensed no hunger in her, at least not for the blood of
theliving. What sustained her remained amydery.

Time and again, Wynn halted over amidettered word she couldn’t make out. A few times, Li’kén dowly



mouthed something. Wynn tried to catch the woman’ s voiceless, breathy utterance, sounding it out as
best she could.

Some writings described events Wynn could not understand, but most were incoherent ramblings. Inthe
worst places, the characters grew haphazard, perhaps written after Li’ kan’s mind had deteriorated too
much.

Wynn dearly wished to return to the iron sheaf’ s hide pages or any other texts she could lay her hands
upon. The clearer prose might hold far more than the mad marks upon the walls. She grew weary from
constant fear, and her throat was getting dry. And she wondered if she would ever again leave this place.
Li"kén’ sfascination with her voice, her words, seemed to be dl that was kegping Wynn and Chap dive.
But it dso made them prisoners. If Wynn stopped talking too long, Li’ k&n became agitated.

Chap stayed close, but often, Wynn dared not turn her attention from Li’ kén to ask what he learned.
He suddenly pricked his ears and looked to the doorway.

Li’kén rosefluidly to her feet, turning the same way.

“What isit?” Wynn asked.

From adistance, she heard a voice shouting, and then the hint of metd striking something hard.

Li"kén darted out of the study. Chap lunged for the doorway, hating to look about the outer corridor,
and Wynn quickly joined him.

Outsde, the passage had dimmed once more. Had they been in this chamber dl day? But Wynn saw no
shadows moving. How far had Li’ kan brought them beyond the pillared corridor?

Say behind me, Chap ordered as he trotted out.

Wynn hurried after him. Ahead down the corridor, Li’ kén' swhite form turned right at an intersection.
Chap rounded the corner ahead of Wynn. When she followed, she caught aglimpse of Li’kan far ahead.
Dim light from outside spilled through ice-glazed windows high dong the corridor’ sright wall. Wynn
shuddered as the undead passed through those shafts.

Li’kan did not even flinch aswaning daylight dipped across her naked body.

The shouting ahead grew louder, and Wynn ran on behind Chap as one voice became clear.

“Watch for light on their festherd”

Li’kén swerved | eft into the opening of anarrow passage.

“That was Lees|!” Wynn cried. She followed as Chap turned in behind the undead.

Li’kén raced out the corridor’ s distant end. The space beyond was it by a soft amber glow. Chap bolted
out, leaving Wynn behind, until she, too, skidded into the open.

Magiere stood in a huge chamber before awide staircase, and shadow ravens circled high above. Leesl|
reached for Osha, crouching beside abroad archway.

A walf shadow lunged from thewall, directly behind them, sngpping a Osha sleg.

“More damned dead!” Lees| spit.

Hejerked Oshaaside, and the lanky df tumbled away asthe wolf’ strangparent jaws closed on air.
Another wolf shot from the small passage on the chamber’ sfar Sde, and it charged at Sgéile. For an
instant, amber light glittered upon black fur and eyes.

Images of Li’kén mangling the two anmaglahk flashed into Wynn's mind.

“Li’kan, stop this!” she shouted.

Leesi| spun about at her cry, as Sgéile ducked around the stone banister, poised to strike the wolf coming
for him. Leesl| ran to Wynn, grabbing her coat and pulling her backward.

Theravenslighted upon the stairway’ srail high above.

Both wolves cameto a halt, poised astheir heads turned toward their mistress.

Li"ké&n stood staring at Magiere.

Magiere' seyeswereflooded pure black, and alivid snarl twisted her face. Shelifted the falchion,
gripping it with both hands, and closed on Li’ kan.

“No!” Wynn shouted, for Magiere did not know what she faced.

Magiere looked into the naked undead’ s teardrop-shaped eyes. Thisthing had to be one of the*old
ones’ that Welstid had hinted at. But the woman looked nothing like what Magiere had expected. Frail
and smdl, too tiny to be atrue threst.



Y et she had taken two anmaglahk before they could fight back. And she had stolen Chap and Wynn.
Magiere wanted her head.

She swung the falchion back and up. Both hands gripped the hilt asit rose past her shoulder. When she
charged, shefdtered a aglint of metal.

“No!” someone cried.

Magiere saw the thick ends of red-gold meta with protruding knobs about the undead’ s dim throat. The
white woman sprung forward with asilent snarl, and Magiere twisted aside, bringing her sword down. A
frail white hand caught the falchion’s blade, and the sword stopped without cutting through.

The impact shuddered through Magiere’ sarms and into her shoulders. Thelittle woman wrenched the
blade aside, and it twisted in Magiere’ sgrip. Thisonly made her angrier, and her hunger erupted.
“Leesil, stop her—she cannot win againgt Li’ kan!”

Magiere heard Leesil’sname, and her eyes shifted once to find him. Wynn struggled, pinned in one of his
arms as he held awinged blade before her. A flash of doubt passed over Leesil’sface.

The woman’s colorless eyes widened, mirroring Magiere' s hunger. She shook, and her mouth gaped,
exposing sharp teeth.

Magiere released one hand from the falchion’ s hilt and grabbed for the undead’ swhite throat. More
quickly, thewoman latched her other hand around Magiere swrist.

They stood straining againgt each other. Black fluids ran down the falchion from between the white
undead' sfingers. Magieretried to press her blade forward but couldn’t, and her boots started to dide
upon the stone floor. One of her legs began to buckle.

She let one knee drop to the floor, then thrust upward with her whole body.

The white woman’s narrow feet lifted sharply, but her gripstightened on Magiere swrist and sword.
Magiere pivoted before the undead could come down, and whipped the woman’s small body in an arc.
Glistening black hair snapped wildly around the woman' swhite face, until her body dammed into the
sairway’ s sSde. The stonerailing shattered, scattering pieces across the floor.

The grip on Magiere swrist broke, but the woman’s momentum jerked Magiere off her feet. Her sword
clattered from her hand as she hit the floor and rolled onto all fours.

The white woman scrambled to her feet amid bits of broken stone. A figurein gray-green legped up onto
thethick ralling' sremains. A long, glinting wire was stretched taut between his spreading hands.

“Wynn, sopit!” Lees| shouted, and then, “Sgéile! Don't!”

Sgéile hesitated, hisamber eyes fixed upon the white woman below him. She lashed out with one hand,
not even looking up & him.

Sgéile hopped up into the air. A grating screech of stonefilled Magiere' s ears as the undead’ s nailstore
more chipsfrom therailing. Magiere gained her feet and lunged with her bare hands.

The white woman charged to meet her—and then jerked to an awkward halt.

Magiere’ swhole body grew ingtantly weak.

A sudden sense of weight nearly crushed the hunger out of her, and the chamber turned dimin her sght.
She wavered where she stood, and when her sight cleared . . .

The white undead shuddered with narrow muscles straining beneath her smooth skin. Shelifted her
sagging head, but her eydlids drooped as colorlessirisesrolled up. She swayed like adrunkard or
someone caught in waking deep.

Wynn gppeared in Magiere sway. “Walit! Sheis more dangerous than you know . . . and we may need
her.”

Chap trotted over, pacing before Magiere as he watched the frail-looking undead.

Magiere held her place only because hunger had dipped from her, and she wanted it back.

Nothing was as Magiere had expected. All shewanted wasto kill any undead in her way, find and take
the object she’d come for, and silence her dreams once and for all. Shefelt weary.

Magiere grabbed Wynn by the arm and pulled the little sage back behind hersalf. Then she remembered
the shadow beasts.

The ravens were perched upon therail of the upper landing. Theinky coats of both wolves glimmered
dightly. Thenthey dl turned to trand ucent smoke and vanished through the chamber walls.



“Thisisgetting alittletoo odd,” Lees| whispered, “even for us”

Magiere srelief doubled at the sight of him beside her. Beyond him, Osha hurried toward Wynn, but
Sgéile dtill perched above the white woman, watching her coldly.

The white undead lowered her head, crystaline irisesrolling down to settle upon Magiere.

Chap reached for Li’k&n's memories.

Her forced breaths hissed out, twisted and broken, as her lipsworked in afailed attempt to speak. She
pressed a hand over one ear and appeared to whisper to hersalf. But she never uttered a sound.

Chap recalled amemory he had seen within Magiere—and once heard her recount.

When Ubéd had conjured Magelia s spirit, Magiere s mother had shown her memoriesfrom afew
moons before her birth. Welstiel had wandered her father’ s keep's courtyard in the dark, whispering to a
voice Magediacould not hear.

Chap saw nothing within Li’ kén’smind.

Then something blinked through her thoughts.

Not animage, but afleeting sound, like awhisper or ahiss.

Chap could not make out any words. About to pull free from Li’ kan’ s thoughts, he heard the sound
change.

Like aleaf-wing flutter?

That was how Wynn described hearing Chap communing with the Fay, but rather than the chorus she'd
mentioned, he heard just one quick, soft buzz in the undead’ s thoughts.

Then it was gone, like ablink completed.

Chap watched Li’ kan tilt her head with half-open eyes, asif listening. Her lipsmoved silently again, and
he pulled quickly from her mind.

Perhaps he had only heard Li’ kan’s own voicel esswhispers.

He studied this mad thing and reflected upon the *“ night voice” spoken of in the old parchments found by
Wynn'sguild. Hefelt likeapup logt in adark room, wandering to find away ot.

Chane stared &t Welstid in dishdlief asdusk settled in.

“What do you mean, ‘she'slost’ 7" he demanded.

“Lagt night,” Welstid answered. “ Sometime before sunrise.”

They crouched in the tent, facing each other across the glowing stedl hoop. The ferals sensed their tension
and shifted restlesdly.

Chane' s mouth hung half-open. He closed it, teeth snapping together.

“You knew . . . when you returned before dawn? And you said nothing!”

“What would you have done?” Welstiel chalenged. “Run off once moreto save your little sage—in
daylight? Spare me your outrage.”

Chane dapped open the tent’ sflap. He was aready ripping down the shelter before any of the others got
out. Barely bothering to fold the canvas, he lashed the tent into abundle asWelstidl sat scrying inthe
snow. When the undead stood, he appeared mildly surprised.

“What now?’ Chane hissed, hating to even ask.

“Magiere may have gonefarther than anticipated . . . or has not yet returned from the search.”

Wedtid’ s continued reluctance to share information was infuriating. Chane finished packing their gear and
motioned to Sabd.

“Wego.”

She took up the bundled tent, and the other monks reluctantly gathered the remaining gear to follow. This
trek of ice and starvation wore on al of them.

Welstie stepped off updope as they followed, but Chane hung back to walk at theline'send. They
trudged on, until spotting a crusted canvas pinned to arock face acrossthe dope.

“Their camp,” Wddtid said. “We can track from here dong their trail.”

Chane had a fleeting urge to look inside the canvas, as he smelled no life nearby. Instead, he pushed past
Welgtiel dong the clear path in the snow |eft by Magiere s people. He followed thisfor along while—up
to aplace where the tracks broke in dl directions. Many of them turned back atop each other, al placed
around agully that forked in two directions.



“Whichway?” Welstid asked.

Chane crouched in the snow. The thought of doing anything for Welstid’ s benefit made the beast in him
yowl. But he could not stop picturing Wynn lost out herein thisfrigid land.

“Theright fork has no returning footprints,” Chane rasped. “Wherever they went, they did not come
back thisway . . . ason the other paths.”

Theferals crouched, sniffing about, but none seemed to catch anything of interest.

Chane stood up and pressed on. They passed through a saddle between the rocks, and he dowed at the
sght of aboxed gully. Asthey moved inward, he found awide split in one stone wall—and afrozen, stiff
body jugt inside.

And a head tossed haphazardly near one gully wall.

Theferals sniffed wildly but did not rush in. Even Chane smdlled no blood in the cold. Perhaps the monks
were confused by the lack of scent when faced with a dead body—and no life to feed on. He glanced at
the head.

A coating of snow crusted its face and open eyes.

“How many dvesweretralling Magiere?’ he asked.

“Uncertain,” Welstiel answered. He stepped close to the corpse in the chute.

A fig-szed hole gaped in the man’s chest. Chane studied it from where he stood.

“Could Magiere have donethis?’

Welstidl leaned over the wound before answering.

“No. . .thisisnot the way an undead kills, even her.” But he did not sound sure. “We presson. There's
nothing moreto learn here”

“Presson?’ Chane hissed. “To where?’

But he followed as Welstidl turned up the rocky chute.

Hkuan' duv and Danvérfij watched the pack of crouching humans and their two leaders approach
Sgéilshellleache scamp.

“Downwind,” he mouthed, and they dipped south.

Déanvarfij’ s eyes narrowed as she took her first clear look at these people.

The dark-haired one with white templesled, while the younger brought up the rear. Both wore cloaks
and heavy clothing and swords. Both looked grim and weether-worn and pae, but otherwise like any
common human Hkuan' duv had encountered.

But the hunkered ones sniffed and grunted like dogs, often crouching on their hands and feet.

Thetaller man with red-brown hair took the lead, following the broken trail in the snow.

Hkuan' duv waited until the last of them vanished into the broken mountainside. He had expected
Sgéilshellleache to bring his charges back, but no one had returned to the camp. He began
second-guessing his decison to wait.

What if Magiere had not assisted in searching for her small companion? What if she had aready found
what she sought, whether the others located the young female or not? And what did these other two and
their hunched entourage have to do with any of this? Did they seek the artifact aswell?

“Follow?’ Danvérfij asked.

Hkuan' duv finally nodded. They dipped out of hiding, trailing low and carefully in silence.

Welstid did not need to scry for Magiere. Out the chute’ stop, he found a clear trail again. The strides of
the footprints were long, asif Magiere and her companions were running, and Welstiel picked up the
pace.

They traveled along while until they reached asteep rocky incline narrowly breaching two tall pesks.
Threeferas grunted in protest, but he drove them on to the top and stopped upon the crest.

Out on avast white plain, couched between high peaks al around, rested the six-towered castle.

After so much effort, and so much planning and manipulation. . .

Welstiel looked upon the end of his search and the promised end of his suffering.

Hisnight sight sharpened under the moon, and the relief ingde him wavered.

Even in darkness, the castle was not the same asin hisdreams. It looked old and decayed. Thetrall
resumed at the dope' s bottom, heading toward the fortification.



Magiere was aready there.
Wedtid hurried down the rocky dope.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Hkuan' duv and Dénvéarfij followed from a safe distance, letting the pack of humans keep agood lead.
But when they reached the boxed gully, Danvarfij halted, till asthe snow, and stared at Kurhkége's
frozen corpsein the chute.

A’harhk’nis s head lay uncovered where someone e se had found it. Hkuan' duv knew that
Sgéilsheilleache would be aware he had been followed, and his suspicions might grow.

Danvarfij sank to her knees. “What could have done this?’

When Hkuan' duv had returned to camp last night, his need to suppress shock and pain had kept him
from relating too many details. She had not pressed for more.

“I believe thiswhite woman is one of the humans undead,” he began, and then fatered. “ They had no
defense against her . . . shewastoo fast and strong.”

“But this” Danvarfij said, looking at A’ harhk’nis shead, “to onesuch ashim.. . . We cannot leave them
untended.”

“Wewill perform rites after our purposeisfulfilled.”

Danvarfij lifted her eyesto him and, for amoment, he thought she might argue. Then her expression
flattened until no trace of anger or grief remained. Their purpose camefirgt, even if it meant irreverence
for their dead. Dénvarfij stepped up the chute asif she had seen nothing at all.

Hkuan'’ duv followed and suppressed his trepidation as he passed between the stone walls—past the
place where he' d seen awhite face with colorless eyeslikeice.

They breached the chute’ s upper end and saw no one, but the trail in the snow was clear. They trekked
insilence until the path led to arocky dope through anarrow saddle between two high peaks. When they
crested the top, they both halted above awide white plateau between the mountains.

“Look,” Danvérfij whispered, pointing.

Upon the sunken plain stood an ancient fortification of pale gray stone, and the distant specks of the two
male humans and their band drew closer toiit.

Hkuan’ duv hurried down to the plain’ s edge and crouched to wait and watch. There he spotted a paw
print in the snow near the rocks.

The mgay-hi had survived and traveled on in the night without the others. Hkuan' duv closed hiseyes,
congdering what to do next.

If the dog had tracked the white woman, then shewasinsde aswell. All tracksled to this hidden
place—the journey’ s end—and more than likely, Magiere and Sgéilsheilleache were dready indgde. The
deceptivey fraill monster might be aguardian for this ancient artifact that Most Aged Father wanted. A
battle for the object’ s possession seemed inevitable, but Hkuan’ duv could not see how anyone could get
past the woman. And how did these other humans, now trekking across the plain, fit into the growing
tangle?

“If A”harhk’ nisand Kurhkége could not best thisundead,” Danvéarfij said, “then Sgéilsheilleache and
Oshawill not fare any better. They arein danger.”

“ Sgéilsheilleache would never betray his guardianship through recklessness, ” Hkuan' duv replied. “He
would not allow his chargesto fight a hopeless battle. He may possess knowledge in this matter that we
do not.”

Even so, Hkuan' duv did not know what the object truly was or whereit lay in the vast structure. He only
knew that Magiere wasto retrieveit, and he would procureit from her.

He looked over the prigtine plain, waiting for the pack of humansto get closer to the castle. Once they
were hard to separate with his elven eyes, he knew their limited human sight would not detect two
followers. He and Danvarfij dipped out acrossthe snow.

They stayed within the broken trail to hide their own passing from anyone who returned. Halfway there,
he spotted the snow-capped outer wall. They traversed its outside until tal iron gates loomed before
them. All trails passed through thetilting gate, and they backed away dong thewal to hunker againgt its
sone.

“If Magiere succeeds, shewill return with the artifact,” he said. “We will find cover and see how many of



her companions survive aswell. Once they head back for their camp, we will trail a a safe distance and
take them among the crags.”

“But if Sgéilsheilleache survivesand—"

“His guardianship must end, overridden by Most Aged Father’ srequest. Sgéilsheilleacheisloya. He will
dowhat isright.”

“And if others, besdes Magiere, ress?’

“Digpatch the smdl human, but only incapacitate the half-blood.” He paused, still scanning thevalley.
“Then we will attend our dead and return the artifact to our caste’' s safekeeping.”

Danvarfij paused, absorbing hiswords. Her face looked thin and tired. They had both spent too many
days and nights on hdf-rationsin thisice world.

“I agree, but . . . ;" she began.

“Y ou have another option?’ he asked.

“No...butl didike leaving Sgéilsheilleache and Oshato face this alone, while we wait o close”

Her honesty was dways admirable. Had she felt any other way, she would not be Danvarfij.

“I know,” Hkuan' duv answered and pulled his cloak tightly about himself.

Wynn bresthed in relief at the sght of Oshahurrying toward her. He drew close but did not embrace her.
“Areyouwel?’ he asked.

Sgéile crept down the thick stone banister and dropped silently off itsend. He did not take his eyes off
Li'kén.

“l anthirgy,” Wynnsad.

Oshadug insde histunic and produced a lesther-sheathed water flask. Shetook it gratefully, but kept
watch on Magiere and Li’ kén. Neither had moved.

Sgédile studied the white woman with revulsion, asif uncertain whether to attack or hold his ground.
“Why did she stop?’ Lees| asked.

Magiere sfachion gill lay on thefloor, but her black eyes were locked upon Li’ kén. Shelooked amost
weary.

At firs Wynn gave her behavior little notice, but then she remembered the times Magiere had come out
of her dhampir state. She had often succumbed to exhaustion, but only after, never during.

Li’kén swayed in ahdf-aware sate. Her small mouth moved asif whispering voiceesdy to herself.
Wynn gulped down three mouthfuls of water and crouched to pour somein her hand.

“Psst . .. Chap, come here,” she whispered.

He glanced over and then backed toward her rather than bresk hisvigil. When he had lapped away the
water, Wynn poured more, but heignored it.

“What is happening?’ she asked.

| cannot make out her words. It isasif sheis speaking to someone, but | do not know who or
what . . . or why she holds back.

Magiere glanced down at Wynn with irises flooded black, then reached out and grasped Wynn's hand.
“Chap bdlieves something isinfluencing her,” Wynn said and stood up, till gripping Magiere sfingers.
“What do we do now?’

They had dl followed Magiere thisfar, and Wynn hoped she would somehow know what to do.
Magiere crouched and picked up her sword. She scanned the wide stairs and upper landing with three
plain archways, and then glanced briefly to the narrow passage from which Wynn had entered. She
stopped last on the |eft-side passage.

“That way.”

At Magiere sfirst step, Sgéile quickly closed on her.

“Y ou would turn your back on thisthing?

Histone worried Wynn, aswell asthe way he watched Li’ kén with the garrote wire still looped between
his hands. How long would the naked woman remain passive if she sensed athregt?

“Li’kan?” Wynn sad. “Will you come?’

Magiere spun back, releasing Wynn's hand. Her features twisted with menace, but Li’ kén stood listless
and unaware. Then a shudder passed through the white undead. Her own face wrinkled in amute echo



of Magiere's.

“What did you call her?” Magiere hissed.

“Her name. . .,” Wynn answered, but the mimicked expressions of these two women left her frightened.
“Li"kan has been here, done, for along time.”

Wynn flinched as Magiere turned on her. More than once, Magiere and Leesil, and even Chap, had
chastised her sympathiesfor certain Noble Dead.

“This place holds secrets,” Wynn added firmly. “ Chap believes we need assistance in deciphering them, if
we are to retrieve what you seek . . . and more.”

Chap wrinkled ajowl at Wynn, but he huffed once in agreement. Leesil, Sgéile, and Oshadl looked
more uncertain and wary.

“Will you come?” Wynn repegated to Li’ kan.

The white undead ceased whispering. A sharp shake of her head tossed her black hair across her face.
Her irisesrolled down from benesth quivering eydlids, and she swung her head toward the sage. Wynn
Sdestepped just alittle way behind Magiere.

Li"kén studied her, appraised her, trying to decide if she were prey—or at least that was how it seemed
to Wynn. Then Li’ kén stepped out unsteadily, asif reluctant at each footfall.

Magiere headed for the left corridor. Chap closed behind her, watching over his shoulder.

Must you share all my concerns whenever they pop into your head?

Wynn did not answer as she scurried after him, and Li’ kén came behind her.

Oshatried to step in, but Sgéile pulled him back. Leesil waited aswell. Once the undead had followed
Wynn into the corridor, dl threefell in behind her.

“I had to say something,” Wynn whispered to Chap. “Y ou saw Magiere’ sface—not to mention
Sgéles”

| could be wrong.

Wynn's ssomach flip-flopped. Chap rarely second-guessed himself, at least asfar as she knew.

Li’kan isundead and mad . . . and cannot be trusted. If she has been here since the forgotten war,
then shewas likely a part of it.

Wynn glanced back.

Li’kan paced close behind. Her white body turned deep gray in the tight passage’ s shadowy space.
Somewhere farther back, the glow of Lees|’sretrieved amulet slhouetted the undead in adim orange
aura

Wynn was caught between two natura enemies: one of the undead, immeasurably old, and adhampir—a
hunter of the dead—but born to lead them.

Magiere led the way out the passage’ s end into alarge room. At first, Wynn made out littlein the
darkness—only tall shapes, like freestanding walls, partitioning awide chamber too long to messure.
When Leesi| stepped out, hisamulet’ sdim light spread.

Shadow partitions sharpened into high stone casements, and Wynn stumbled mutely to the ends of the
nearest two.

Shelf upon shelf of disarrayed texts rose above her. Some had crumbled and others were broken and
decayed. Scroll cases of wood, metal, and bone or horn stood on end or lay toppled in hesps.
Everywhere she saw bound sheaves, books, and cloth- or hide-wrapped bundles. And the row of tall,
wide stone bookcases ran both ways dong the chamber, uncountable beyond the reach of the amulet’s
light.

Wynn stood in an ancient library or archive, perhaps the oldest ever found by one of her guild. She could
not begin to measure the wedlth of knowledge here, built over unknown centuries. As she dipped
between the nearest casements, and shadows thickened around her, she looked up to the shelves beyond
her reach.

“Wynn,” Oshacalled. “Comeout and Sit . . . eat.”

She dug her crystd out of her coat. Dim light till emanated from it, and she rubbed furioudy as she
turned, looking for Osha. He stood just ingde the passage’ s exit with bundled coats and cloaksin his
arms. Then he was blotted from sight as Li’ kdn rushed in between the casements.



“Wynn!” Oshacalled louder.

Li’kan’ surgent eyes sparked in the crysta’ s white light, and Wynn backed deeper between the shelves.
The undead dowly crept in, delicate hands clutching low shelves on both sides. Wynn retreated again.
But if Li’kan intended harm to her, why did she not come more quickly? The white woman stopped,
craned her head upward, and snatched a dust-crusted book.

Her narrow fingers bit through the aged cover and pages.

Li’kan' s perfect white face twisted in anguish. Wynn forgot danger and gasped loudly as the ancient
book shattered into dust. Then she heard frantic panting and looked up.

Li’kan' swide-eyed gaze raced around the shelves, and she grabbed for an age-marred tin scroll case. A
gloved hand snarled in the top of her black hair.

Wynn heard Magiere’ sgrowling voice. “Get away from her!”

Magiere jerked Li’ kan by the hair, and the undead’ s head snapped backward. But she clasped the scrall
caseto her bare chest, asif keeping it mattered more than freeing hersalf. Magiere dragged Li’ kén out,
pivoted sharply, and threw the woman beyond Wynn's sight around the right bookcase' s end.

“Wynn, get out of therel” Lees| shouted.

“Spread out!” Sgéile snapped, then vanished to theright.

Oshadropped his bundles, drew stilettos, and disappeared to the | eft.

Wynn rushed along the bookcase row. “No, stop—no fighting!”

The instant she stepped into the open, Osha appeared on her |eft. He flipped one stiletto into his other
hand and grabbed her wrist, dragging her left dong the row of casements.

Off the other way, Wynn saw Li’ kan' s back.

Beyond the white undead, Lees| half-crouched and did in next to Magiere.

Magiere cocked up her falchion in adoubled grip. Li’kan charged, and Magiere took alunging step,
bringing her sword down—and then stumbled.

The blade never passed Magiere s shoulder. It wavered heavily in her grip as Li’ kan lurched to a hdlt,
teetering on her small fedt.

Wynn saw only Li’kan's bare back as the woman buckled and hunched.

Magiere blinked twice, opening her eyes more dowly each time. She was breathing hard.

Chap circled around both women, and his admonishment lashed sharply in Wynn's head.

Do not move—do nothing, unless you tell usfirst!

Li"kan spun about. Fury melted from her petite features when her gaze found Wynn.

Oshajerked hard on Wynn'swrigt, pulling her behind himself. Wynn did not resst, but peered around his
Sde

Li’kan grew amost manic. Her colorless eyes widened over her dack mouth, her lips trembling. She
began to shake asif caught in overwhelming anxiety, and then she thrust out the scroll case toward
Wynn.

Evenin fright, a part of Wynn wanted to know what was in that scroll. She reached out to—

Do not even think of it!

Then Chap’ sears pricked up as Li’kan's smadl mouth began to work and twist.

Morewords. .. morewords. . . , heprojected, and his multitongued voice in Wynn's head matched
the movement of Li’kan'slips. She wants you to read to her.

Wynn took a deep breath and pulled from Osha’ s grasp. But when she echoed Chap’ sthoughtsto the
others, Magiere growled back.

“What do you think you' re doing with thisthing?’

Lees| hdd his place with one blade still raised, and Wynn jumped dightly as Sgéile appeared out of the
very row she had run from. The garrote was stretched between his hands.

“Spoken words,” Wynn said and quickly tried to explain how she had kept Li’kén occupied while
waiting for them to come. She' d barely got out Chap’ s accounting of how long Li’ kdn might have been
here done, when Magiere cut her off.

“You...your sages. . . your damn Forgotten History! Or don’t you remember what Chap found in
Most Aged Father' s memories? Undead by the hundreds—or thousands—d aughtering every living thing



inther path. And where do you think they came from?’

Magiere pointed her blade at Li’ kan.

“Look at thisthing! One of those who brought everythingto anend . . . and you want to read to it!”

An uneasy truce had emerged, and Magiere watched Li’ kdn crouch beside the passage’ s exit. Beyond,
down the row of bookcases, Wynn sat with Osha. Sgéile stood over the pair as the sage ate sparingly
from their rations. Sitting beside her, Chap snapped up apiece of dried fish.

Li’kén stayed put but never took her eyes off the sage. Wynn watched her in turn between eager glances
at the shelves.

A vibrancy had grown inside Magiere, shuddering through her bones.

At the courtyard gates, when Leesl| had told her to get control, she had pressed her dhampir nature
down—and that shiver had emerged in her awareness. Or had it been there dl dong as they approached
the castle, only masked by hunger, fury, and the longing that drove her to this place?

Shetried to suppress the tremors, as she had within elven tree homes, with their forest’ slife threading
into her. But here, only the castl€' s cold stone and the ice-capped mountains surrounded them. So what
wasitthat . . . fed her?

Magiere studied Li’kan, one of Welstid’s“old ones.” Wheat fed thismongter, donefor solonginthis
dead place?

“That circlet around her neck,” Leesl whispered, “it looks like yours. What does it mean?’

“I don't know,” she answered.

Magiere wanted to rend thiswhite monster and leave nothing but ashesin its place. Sgéile approached,
dowing with care as he passed wide around Li’ kan.

“Thereismorewriting on thesewadls” he said. “Wynn believesit was dl written by this cresture, who
does not remember that the words are hers. . . and more of her kind once existed here, at least two
others”

“What is shefeeding on?” Magiere asked.

“Nothing could liveup . . .” Sgéile began, then lifted hiseyesangrily. “ Is feeding?’

Lees tucked in closeto Magiere. “1 doubt she fed on those anmaglahk we found—Dby the way she
mangled them. But we' ve never encountered a physical undead that didn’t need to feed, somehow, on
theliving.”

Magiere caught Lees|’ sworried glance. Had he noticed her shaking again or some other sign? She
wasn't about to let Sgéile know what she' d suffered in hisland, so she had no way to tell Leesil what she
felt now. Y es, something in this place was sustaining Li’ kan.

“Perhaps the same thing Welstidl hoped to find,” Magiere said.

“Arewe near it?’ Leed| asked.

“Maybe,” shereplied. “I'll take the lead with Chap. Leesil, you and Sgéile keep that creature ahead
of—"

“Not yet,” Sgélecut in. “I have questions.”

“You?' Leesl hissed. “Y ou have questions!”

Sgdile s eyes Sayed fixed upon Magiere. “ That creature is not the only one who staled amid bloodlust.
You hdted inmidswing . . . why?’

Magiere didn’t know. She had felt suddenly wesk, asif her strength had drained away for an instant.
She shook her head. I just felt heavy, tired, and then it passed.”

“That was not the only response you shared with the white woman,” Sgéile said.

Magiereinginctively warmed with anger. Before Leesi| could snap again, Sgéile went on.

“She echoed your fury. What connection lies between you?’

“What else would you expect?” Magiere spit back. “It'sundead. | wasborn to kill it. And it’s not going
to just stand there waiting for meto take its head. There' s nothing between her and—"

“No,” Sgéile snapped, his voice barely above awhisper. "When she stopped and dipped into delirium. .
. even then her expression echoed yours.”

Leesl lurched forward, but Sgéile raised onefinger at him.

“I know what | saw,” he warned; then he walked away with alast hard glance at Magiere as he called



out, “Osha, prepare to move on.”

Magiere didn’t know what to think about Sgéile’ svelled accusation. Any denid of her strange reaction to
Li"kén, or the other way around, would be alie.

“Comeon,” Lees| whispered. “Let’ sfinish thisand get out of here.”

Li’kan curled her lips back as Magiere waked past.

“Move!” Magiere hissed back.

She headed off aong the bookcases, trying to clear her head. Her hunger had waned, and it was barely
enough to keep her night sight widened. But the longing was till strong, and it pulled her onward.
Magieredid not get far. They al stopped short at the chamber’ sfar end, facing nothing but awall of
ancient stone blocks. Or that was how it seemed.

A long and rusted iron beam stretched across the wal’ s length, resting in stone cradles, like adoor’ s bar.
And while the stone blocks overlapped in construction, Magiere spotted one seam at the wal’ s center
that ran straight from top to bottom.

Lees| traced the seam with hisfingers, from the floor up to the beam asthick asaman’sthigh. Twin
doors built of mortared stone blocked their way, and Magiere couldn’t imagine what hinged mechanism
might possibly support them.

The pull insde Magiere told her to pass through these stone doors, to hurry beyond them. But why were
they barred from the outside? And how could she and her companions lift the enormous beam, let done
open thismassive portal ?

Lees| did sharply away dong thewall, his hands dropping to his sheethed blades, and Magiere
haf-turned, reaching for her falchion.

Li’kan stepped slently up to the doors.

The undead pressed her smooth cheek to the beam’ smetd, asif listening for something beyond. Then
her eyesralled up. Her smal mouth began working again, mumbling mutely.

Chap watched Li’kan dip into another semiconscious state. He reached out again to catch memories
surfacing in the undead’ smind.

He saw only darkness—but he heard the low, distant hiss again, like awhisper—or wasit morelikea
fire s crackle? The sound sped up, buzzing furioudy like leaves or insect wings. Chap lost his
concentration as Magiere whispered.

“It'shere. .. behindthewall . . . thesedoors. | canfed it.”

Something shifted in the dark within Li’ kan.

Chap aimost missed it. Not amemory, but an awareness. Did Li’kan fed him insde her mind? He
panicked and began to pull out—too late.

Something cold struck at him from the dark of Li’ kan’smind. It thrashed about insde his thoughts, trying
to find him and coil about him . . . and it took hold.

Chap’syelp echoed in hisown ears.

“Stopit!” Lees| growled. “ Stay out of that thing's head.”

“Wynn, what' swrong?’ Magiere shouted.

Chap thrashed wildly, struggling to get free.

The chamber and door walls cleared before his eyes. The only thing holding him was Lees|’ shands
about his shoulders. Chap settled, il shivering within.

Magiere crouched behind Wynn. The sage sat crumpled upon the floor, one hand over her mouth. She
shook uncontrollably as she stared wide-eyed at Chap.

“What . . . wasthat?” Wynn whispered. “ That buzz from Li’kén’ s thoughts?’

She had heard it as well—but that should not be possible,

Chap could not think of areason. She only heard him because ataint of wild magic let her hear when he
communed with hiskin, the Fay. He had learned to use this to spesk to and through her. But somehow,
as hewas rooting about in the undead’ s mind, she had heard the same sound as he had. It made no
sense.

“What happened?’ Magiere demanded.

Chap blinked twice, jowlstwitching.



It...something. .. sensed me, hesaid to Wynn, and she echoed hiswordswith effort. Something
inside Li’k&n knew | was there .. . . and wanted me out.

“Youdl right?" Lees asked.

No, hewas not. Chap remembered an unfamiliar voice in the dark that had whispered to Welstiel and to
Ubé&d. He had little doubt it was the same voice in Magiere' s dreams. Now Li’ kén was mumbling
voicdesdy to herself—or to something only she could hear.

And Wynn had heard it aswell.

Somewherein this old fortification—among the centuries of records or buried in Li’kén' s fragmented
mind—might lie an answer. But al Chap could think of now wasa*presence’ that toyed with undead,
manipulated Magiere' s dreams, and perhaps held sway over ancient Li’kan.

The*night voice,” that ancient enemy of many names, Ubad' s sacred il’ Samar . . .

It wanted Magiere to have the artifact her half-brother desired.

Chap did not want Magiere to go any further—but he did not redlize that the fedling was more than just
anxiety for Magiere. Not until sherose, jerked out her falchion, and glared back the way they had come.
Magiere’ s black irises expanded. She bolted back toward the passage entrance as Chap cut loose with a
rolling howl.

“Undeads!” Lees| shouted, pulling both slvery winged blades.

A white flash passed Chap before he overtook Leesi| and Sgéile.

Li’kan |eft everyone behind as sheraced after Magiere.

Chap heard Osha and Wynn scrambling to follow as he ran after the white woman. If other undead had
come here, and Magiere found them first, on which side would Li’ kén stand?

Chanefollowed Welstiel dong the castl€ s pillared wide corridor and the fera monks clambered in
behind him, anxioudy sniffing about. He followed suit and caught athin scent, barely noticesble. It
reminded him of old, rancid seed oil, but where had he smelled this before?

Weddtid’ seyes glittered with anticipation. He kept onward in sillence, until they dl passed through atdl
archway shaped like the outer gates and front doors. Straight ahead, awide stone stairway led to upper
floors, and to the left and right, narrower passages stretched into the dark.

Onefera screamed.

Chane whirled, backing away as he pulled hislongsword. A shadow shot out between the hunkering
monk’ s shoulder blades and arced into the chamber’ s upper air.

“Spread out!” Welstiel shouted, pulling his own blade.

Chane turned circles as the monks scattered, snarling and crying out, but he kept his eyes on the shadow
above—likeapair of wings gliding on awind, though no breeze flowed through the dark chamber.
“Fromthewdld” Welstid shouted.

Chane spun away toward the foot of the wide stairs. Another shadow stalked in, low to the floor, coming
from the archway, a silhouette of black paws stretching up to four narrow legs. Asit drew closer, ahead
and long snout took shape.

A wolf. Intwo quick steps, it leaped at Chane.

Heflinched, unable to dodge away, and it passed straight through his chest.

Chane stumbled as deep cold flooded historso.

“They cannot damage you!” Welstiel cdled out. “ They are only ghosts”

“No,” Chanerasped, clutching hischest. “ They are something se”

Ferasthrashed about, clawing and screeching, as the shadows assaulted them. Welstid swung his
sword, and sted rippled through a shadow bird’ s flapping wing. But the trand ucent cregture flew higher,
unfaltering. Welgtid flung hispack aside.

Chane did the same but peered upward uncertainly. Stedl had no effect upon these things.

Thetwo younger monkslost al control, their twisted faces frantic as they dashed a empty air. Jakeb
looked even less coherent, though he was silent. Only Sabel and Sethé remained calm and pulled
wegpons—her knife and hisiron cudgd.

Cold pain spiked between Chane' s shoulder blades.



He choked as a shadow darted out of his chest. It flew upward, but thistime he clearly saw the shape of
its head and tail—araven.

An eerie howl filled the chamber.

Chane quickly scanned about for either shadow wolf, but the howl had come from somewhere more
digtant. Its dying echo rolled from the narrow passage to the chamber’ sleft Sde. Y elow-orange light
glimmered in the dark therein, and another shadow wolf bolted out of the narrow opening.

No, this one was silver-coated, and Chane recognized Chap.

The dog barrdled into the room like abeast gone mad. And directly behind him came the blur of awhite
figure. Glistening black hair whipped about her naked body. Her wild, danted eyes glinted.

Chap charged straight at Welstid, and his howl twisted into raging snarls. A startled Welstid bardly
ducked out of the dog' sway.

“Assst me!l” Welstid ordered.

Chap whedled about, charging again, and Jakeb threw himsdf in the dog’ s path. Chap snapped and
dashed at the monk with fangs and claws, trying to get past. Chane looked back to the naked undead.
Her smooth, perfect facefilled with confusion, until one young monk rushed her with hooked fingers.
Before the monk landed a grip, she snatched him by the throat, flinging him away one-handed.

The young feral spun head over heds, until hisbody dammed into the chamber’ ssdewall. He did down
to the floor in atwitching, broken heap, and then ceased moving at al.

Chaneturned his eyesback on the woman—thisillusory frail thing.

Thiswas one of Welstid’s*old ones.”

She could destroy them dll effortlesdy. Before Chane could look for away out, another figure emerged
from the narrow passage.

Magiere s eyeswere black amid the yellow light behind her. She skidded to a stop with her falchion
drawn.

Chane sthroat tightened at the sight of that blade, but her attention was not fixed on him. Her eyes
widened, unblinking, asthey locked on Weldtidl.

Lees| emerged behind Magiere, wearing aglowing amulet upon hischest. A tall blond ef inadark tunic
came next.

Escape was no longer an option.

Chane readied himsdf for an ondaught, not knowing who would come a him firg.

Chap was gill harrying Jakeb, trying to get past to Welstiel, and only three other monks remained on
their feet.

“Chane!”

Hetwisted toward the familiar feminine voice.

Chanefroze, staring a Wynn.

A second df, taller than thefirgt, stood at the passage’ s arch with his arm wrapped protectively around
her. She leaned into the young elf, her cheek pressed againgt him, and the cold lamp crystd in her hand
illuminated her round, olive-toned face. Her smal mouth opened hafway at the sght of him, and she
clutched the df’ s cloak.

Chane went hollow insde,

And that emptinessfilled with rage. It built on adesireto tear the df’ sarm from its shoulder socket and
rip histhroat out—anything to take that offensive hold off of Wynn. He dmost dropped his sword to free
both his hands.

Sabd hissed as she rushed around Chane, straight toward Wynn. He could not grab her intime. Leesl|
charged out, shining bladesin hisfigts, their outer edges running like wings down hisforearms.

Chane snarled, ready to kill the half-blood or jerk Sabel back, whichever of them he caught first.

Sabd swerved, and swung for Leesil’ sface with her knife.

Wynn pressed against Osha, her emotionsin atangle.

Welstid was here. How was this possible? And he was surrounded by robed figures casting about and
screaming at shadow ravens and wolves. She had seen their tabards before and recognized them—the
Suzhobnék Sitzits, the Servants of Compassion. But they were horrible, twisted and savage. Her heart



sckened at their pae skin, colorless eyes, and the misshapen teeth in their snarling mouths.

Only Li"kan stood staring aout, asif logt.

And Chane. ..

Wynn cried out his name before thinking. Truth struck her like poison or sudden illness.

Chane had comewith Welstid . . . to get the orb.

Chap ripped into one robed undead, tearing the back of its calf, and then charged straight at Welstiel
with hismuzzle dripping black fluids. The silver-haired monk was too fast and twisted about, back-fisting
Chap and driving him off. Chap’ s voice shouted in Wynn's mind.

Get Magiere away! She must reach theorb first . . . before Welstiel!

Wynn ducked from under Osha's arm, shouting as she reached for Li’kan.

“Magiere, go! You must find it now!”

Aside from Magiere, Li’ kan was the only one who might know how to get through the stone doors.
Wynn'sfingers closed on Li’ kan' s chill skin, and the undead haf-turned.

Li’kan' sexpresson flattened at Wynn' stouch.

And Wynn was suddenly aware just how foolish her action was.

Magiere fatered when she saw Welstid.

He looked shabby and weatherworn, but the white patches at histemples still glowed. How could he
have found this place, when she' d only learned of it in her dreams two moons ago? She could only see
one answer.

Welgtiel had trailed her, perhaps from the very day she and Leesi| had |eft Bela, some half ayear ago.
Magiere hadn’t seen him since the sawers of Bela, but she d learned much of him since then. Images of
her mother surged up—Magdialying on abed, bleeding to desth in akeep asWelstid took away an
infant Magiere.

They shared afather he had known and she had not, but which of them was better for it? A small piece
of Magiere might have pitied her haf brother. But the greater part longed to rip his head from his
shoulders and watch his body burn.

Hunger came back, and Magiere' s jaws began to ache. Tears flooded from her eyes asthe room
brightened in her Sight. She clenched her grip tight on thefachion’ shilt.

Sgéileflew pagt, shining garrote wire in his hands as he went straight at Weldtidl.

Lees| raced toward amad, robed femal e brandishing a crude knife.

“Magiere, go!” Wynn shouted. “Y ou must find it now!”

Magiere barely heard this over the rage telling her to rend any pale-skinned thing in her way—and get to
Weldtidl. Turning her head with effort, she saw Wynn's smal hand wrapped around Li’ kan' sforearm.
Fear welled within Magiere sbloodiust.

But Li"kén just stood there and made no move to strike the sage. The white undead twisted her head, her
gazefdling upon Magiere.

Li"ké&n rushed Magiere before she could react. The undead’ s small hand closed on Magiere swrist. She
bolted for the corridor, jerking Magiere into motion.

Magiere shunger and rage vanished.

“Go with her!” Wynn cried.

Magieredidn’t look back. Only she could retrieve the orb—and only Li’ kén could help. No onetold
Magiere this. No one had to. The pull to follow the white undead overrode everything e se.

Li’kaén emerged into the greet library, and Magiere shook free of the undead’ sgrip. Li’ kan bolted on
without waiting, and by the time Magiere caught up, the undead stood before the stone doors. Li’kan
tucked one narrow white shoulder under the iron beam, midway along one door and just beyond its
stone bracket. She wrapped her dender fingers around the rusted iron’ s bottom edge, waiting
expectantly.

Magiere sheathed her falchion and set hersdlf likewise at the other door’s midpoint.

Li'kén' sfrail body tensed, and Magiere called hunger to flood her flesh as she shoved upward.

The beam’ sweight nearly crushed her back down, but Li’ké&n dowly straightened upward.

Thefrail undead s haf of the beam rose steadily, until it cleared the stone bracket. But every joint in



Magiere s body ached as she strained to follow. She pushed harder with her legsas Li’ kén held her half
up against the stone door.

Magiere was soaked in sweet by the time her end of the beam grated out of its stone bracket. She
dropped it, ssumbling away, and Li’ kan released her end. The beam crashed and tumbled acrossthe
stone floor, and ametallic thunderclap echoed through the library.

Li"kén took hold of her bracket and began pulling. Magieretried to do the same, but her side barely
moved. When the space between was wide enough, the undead stopped and dlipped in.

A sirange sensation washed through Magiere as she stepped through the gap.

Not astrong one, but like the lightness that followed a heavy burden cast off, asif she might never fed
fatigue or hunger again. Pain and exhaustion from nearly amoon in the mountains dipped away.

When Magiere regained her senses, Li’kén stood dumped in adownward-doping dark tunnel of
rough-hewn stone. The undead’ s features appeared to sag.

Rather than the release Magiere felt, some sorrow or loss seemed to envelop Li’ kén. The white undead
hesitated, back-stepping once, and shook her head dowly. Then her body lurched asif jerked forward,
and she stepped downward aong the tunndl.

Magiere followed Li’kan'sdim form, but glanced back once, wondering if the doors behind should be
shut. But the white woman kept going.

Far down thetunnd, dong itsgradud turn, Magiere saw pae orange light filtering from somewhere
ahead. And by that dim light, she spotted strange hollows evenly lining both sides of the way.

As she moved on, her night sight sharpened.

A figure crouched insde each of those hollows. She stopped and peered into one.

Age-darkened bones almost melded with ancient stone, but the skeleton had not collapsed when itsflesh
rotted away ages ago. It was curled on its knees, dmost fetally, with its forearms flattened beneath it. The
skull top, too wide and large to be aman’s or awoman’s, rested downward between the remains of its
hands. With its forehead pressed to the hollow’ s stone floor, its eyes had been lowered for centuries.
Like aworshipper waiting in obelsance for its master’ sreturn.

Magiere glanced back up the tunnd, turning about to look into hollows aong the tunnel’ s other sde. She
saw only one occupant that had once been human. Others she couldn’t guess.

Some of the crouched, curled formswere small, but one was huge, with an arching spine and thick finger
bonesthat ended in cracked claws. A ridge of spiny bone rose over the top of its downcast skull.

The hollows stretched on, endlesdy, toward the dim light down the tunnel.

Li"kan turned to move on. She never glanced once at the hollows, asif the occupants endlessvigil were
only proper in her presence.

Through wide arcing turns spirdling down into the earth, Magiere followed. At every step, skeletons
hunkered in their smal dark hovels, their eyes averted from Li’kan's passing.

Lees| thrust and dashed at the dark-haired vampire, blocking her every attempt to get past him. She
dashed back with her knife, hissng and twisting beyond the arc of hiswinged blades. Her jawswidened
with small jagged teeth and protruding fangs. Beyond her, Chap harried aslver-haired undead and a
younger male.

And then Chane rushed in and tried to duck around the woman.

Lees| shifted with asharp dash of hisright blade. Chane jerked up short, twisting away from the blade's
passing tip, but the mad little femae came at Leesil again. And astocky man with aniron bar closed
around her other sde. Leesi| panicked, facing three at once.

Chane lashed out with hislongsword.

Lees| braced and deflected as the small woman hacked a him. He ducked away under the doubled
assault.

Then the curly-haired one raced by him and disappeared from view.

Lees| wastoo overwhemed to look back for Wynn, and then Sgéile flew past him, running straight at
Welgid.

Wedtid nearly cried out asthe frail white undead turned and hauled Magiere down the narrow passage.
Disbelief overtook his shock.



Was the ancient one assisting Magiere? But why—and where were the others?

Any guardians here should have turned on this dhampir intruder. His abandoned patron had whispered
that Magiere would be necessary to overcome them—not be assisted by them.

Weldtid tried to rush through the skirmish for the passage.

A gray-green-clad ef stepped into hisway.

He saw the booted foot an ingtant before it struck histemple. The chamber siwvam in swirling black.
When he shook off the impact, the ef was gone.

A glinting line passed before Welstid’ seyes.

He dropped and felt the wire drag sharply over hishair.

Wddtid whirled and sivung hislongsword behind, faster than anything living could avoid. He had to get
after Magiere.

The blade stip shrieked across the floor, but the elf was not there.

Chap swerved between two undead, snapping at their legs until his jowls spattered black fluid every time
he shook his head. He had to weaken one of them enough to pull it down—and soon—or he might not
reach his companions before they were overrun. Y et nothing he did seemed to dow these undead. They
cried out but never broke down.

The slver-haired male raked out with hisfingernails but missed and stumbled. Chap took the opening and
lunged up for histhroat.

He might not take thisthing’ s head off, but he could tear through to its spine and crippleit. Ashe bit
down, cold fingers clutched his shoulders from behind.

Teeth sank through hisfur at the back of his neck.

Chap yelped and lost hisjaw-hold. He bucked and thrashed, trying to pitch off his attacker. The
slver-haired mae before him raked its fingernails dong hismuzzle,

He kicked back with rear paws, and fdlt his clawstear up the young one sthigh. It let out amuffled yelp
but did not pull itsteeth from his neck. Then Chap caught aglimpse of Wynn near the passage. She
garted to run for him with Magiere’ sold dagger in her hand.

No—stay back!

She fatered, and arasping voice shouted, “Wynn!”

Chap twisted sharply under the teeth in his neck. And there was Chane.

Sgéile hopped clear of the white-templed undead’ s sweeping sword.

This one commanded the others, and it was best to take down aleader first.

But Sgéile was stunned by how quickly this undead had shaken off hiskick and eluded his garrote. He
stomped down on the sword to pinit.

Theingant hisfoot pressed stedl, the blade levered up sharply.

It lifted him asif he weighed nothing, and Sgéile let the force carry him up. Herosein theair, folding his
legs as the sword dashed away, and then lashed out one foot the ingtant his other touched down.
Hished caught the undead in the face, but hisleg ached under thejarring impact.

The man only spun and stumbled, twisting away, and Sgéile caught sight of Léshil.

Léshil held fast against two, as did Chap, but neither would last long. At least one undead had to go
down quickly, or the odds would take their toll.

Sgdil€ sattention was pulled in too many directions, and his gaze flicked back to his opponent.

He never saw the undead’ s sword coming.

Itstip ripped through his cowl and across his collarbone.

Wegtid watched the f topple backward. Before the man’ s back hit the floor, Welstiel snatched up his
pack, searching for a clear path to the passage.

Wynn stood near its entrance gripping adagger. Sethé made a snarling, headlong rush around Leesil,
closing on the sage. The other éf beside Wynn stepped between them.

“Protect my way!” Welstid shouted to hisferals and charged for the passage.

The lanky young ef grabbed Sethe’ swrist asthe iron cudge came down. They both struggled closer to
theforay, but Chan€' slittle sage still stood in Welstidl’ sway. Her eyes widened, and sheraised the
dagger as he came at her. Welstiel swung his pack.



The metd objectswithin clanged as the pack dammed Wynn aside. Welstid bolted down the passage.
Chap saw Weldtie flee and Wynn flop away under the swinging pack. He felt hisblood draining in the
younger undead’ steeth, and its weight bore him down.

It wanted hislife, and he had nothing I eft to try as his companions were failing. All he could think wasto
givethisleeching thing what it wanted— and more.

Chap’ s paws struck stone. His legs buckled as the gray-haired one descended on him and sank itsteeth
into the side of histhroat. He rooted himsdlf in stone.. . .

For Earth, and the chamber’s Air, and Fire from the heat of his own flesh. These he mingled with hisown
Spirit. He bonded with the elements of existence—and began to burn, as he had in turning on hisown
kin, when they had tried to kill Wynn.

Shewould not see him with her mantic Sght thistime, astrails of white phosphorescent vapor inthe
shape of flamesflickered across hisform.

Both undead upon him began to quiver.

Chane heard Welstid’ s shout and went numb as Wynn tumbled away under the swinging pack. Then
Wedtid was gone.

Hate welled in Chane—all that mattered to Welstidl washis prize.

He saw thelanky df grappling with Sethé. Wynn tried to rise—too close to the struggling pair. Sabel
threw hersdlf a Leedil, and then screamed, her voice reverberating off the sone walls. And Chane knew
she had been wounded.

But for him, there was only Wynn, and his hatred for Welstidl.

AsLees| and Sabel tangled, Chane took two quick steps and snatched the back of Sethé srobe. Ina
half-spin, he pulled the monk from his startled elven opponent and away from Wynn. He whipped Sethe
around into Leesi’ sback. Half-blood and ferd toppled over the screeching Sabdl.

Wynn looked up at Chane, and he froze—then she scooted frantically away from him. Her round brown
eyesfilled with fear—not startled surprise or welcome relief—as she pointed her blade at him.

Chane shuddered, asif she had dready cut him.

But the path from the chamber was clear, and this might be his only chance. He turned and
ran—fled—down the passage. Hatred kept the pain from pulling him down.

He had lost his meager existencein Belaso long ago and bargained with Welstid for a better one. He
would have done—had done—anything to be apart of Wynn’sworld. But piece by piece, Welstid’'s
scheming had eaten away hishope. . .

All theway to that fear in Wynn'seyes.

Chane burgt from the passage into animmenselibrary, asif he had run blindly into Wynn’sworld only to
find it dark and hollow, without even one of her cold lamp crystdsto illuminate asingle parchment.
Footsteps echoed from far off to the right, and he clung to the sound, following it. Hetried not to ook
upon the mocking wedlth of knowledge surrounding him and came to the chamber’ sfar end.

An enormous rusted iron beam lay before two massive stone doors. The sound of the footsteps came out
between them.

A strange sensation washed through Chane as he stared into the dark opening, asif he felt something
beyond it reaching for him. It smothered his hunger, until &l he had left was sorrow and hate.

But Chane would not bedonein hisloss,

He stepped through the stone doors, hunting for Welstidl.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Leesl’ s new winged blades were so solid on hisarmsthat he didn’t have to think about them. They
moved with his body and will. He d agreed instantly when Wynn had told Magiere to go, for they each
had a part to play in keeping the orb from Welstiel.

But at what price?

From the corner of hiseye, he saw Sgéile sprawled on the floor, but he could do nothing to help. He had
to keep the savage femae and Chane at bay. Then Welstid broke through and ran down the corridor as
Oshagrappled with alarge monk wielding an iron rod.

Desperation drove Lees | to move faster as Chane tried to dodge around. The small woman with the
knife threw hersdlf at him. He couldn’t turn and stop Chane.

Lees| stepped wideto theleft, leaning low, and then shifted right, putting dl hisweight behind aswing.
Hisright blade tip tore dong the woman’ swaist, splitting her robe open.

Viscous black fluids spilled down her bared abdomen as shock filled her colorless eyes. She screeched
and grasped her belly, trying to hold herself together. Leesi| brought his|left blade across and high when
he shifted back to the lft.

A heavy weight dammed into his back.

He toppled onto the gutted woman.

Leesl lost Sght of the othersin atangle of cold bodies and limbs.

Wynn watched numbly as Chane fled down the passage. She barely even noticed the stocky undead he
had thrown into Lees|’ s back.

So many times she had wondered where Chane was, if hewasdl right, and if hewould findly stay far
from Magiere. To see him in company with Welstid . . . it was too much.

Wynn cameto her senses.

Lees| twisted on thefloor in the tangle of two vampires. Sgéile was down, and Chap wasin trouble. Any
one of them could die.

Wynn clambered to her feet with Magiere' sold dagger in her hand as Leesi| rammed his elbow back and
up. The muscular undead with theiron bar lay atop him, back to back, and its snarl choked off in agrunt
asthewing tip of Lees |’ sblade sank through into itsribs.

Oshatried to close on the muscular undead, his hooked bone knife now gripped in place of one stiletto.
The undead rolled off Leesl| to itsfeet and went straight at Osha.

Sgdile curled, trying to pull his knees under and get up. Beneath the warmth of spreading blood, pain
gpiked in hisleft shoulder and spread up his neck. Helifted his head, and saw Chap half-buckled benesth
two undead, their teeth buried in his neck.

Sgéilecried out.

And then atingling wave washed over him.

It was much like what he had felt when he fully opened his awareness of Spirit to thelife of hispeople’s
land. Thisgift he had been born with, which his grandfather had wanted him to use to become Shaper,
had once raised his startled awareness to amajay-hi like no other. He had stood upon arooftop in Bela,
with Léshil inthe sight of his shortbow. Then his gaze had falen upon on Chep for thefirst time.

As Sgéile knedled on the chamber floor, the overwhelming sense of Spirit enveloped him.

It radiated from Chap’ s hunkered form.

Both undead clamped upon the majay-hi began to shudder, but Sgéile saw only death feeding upon what
was sacred. He flattened one foot on the floor stones and dove as he stretched out his right hand.
Hisfingers closed on the younger undead' s robe-waist. Hetried to twist, pulling down and away as he
fell, but the effort cost him. As he crashed to the floor and rolled, al he could do was hold tight.

He pulled the undead away more easily than expected.

Its shriek pierced Sgéile searsasit tripped on him and fell. Sgéilerolled clear of itsflaling limbsand
snatched his hand away. He rose on his knees, looking for Chap.

The mgay-hi stood braced on all fours.

But the silver-haired undead no longer clung to him. It lay upon the stone floor and began to convulse.



Chap dowly turned his head, torso heaving in strained breaths. His muzzle was nearly black, and his neck
was matted in hisown blood as he glared at the undead.

Sgdile sgaze fixed on dark lines spidering across the pae form’ sface and bare forearm.

Black fluidswelled around its eyes and ran from its ears. The spidering lines ruptured into cracks that
bled more viscous fluids. Steam rose from itswounds in the chamber’ scold air, asif heat had suddenly
filled thisdead thing to burgting.

Then it went limp, as did the younger one. Both lay as il as corpses, seaming asif freshly dead inthe
frigidar.

Chap snarled once and snapped his jaws closed on the old undead' s neck. He ripped and tore at it for
an ingant, then hated, looking expectantly a Sgéile.

L éshil and Magiere had spoken of how they hunted undead, and Sgéile knew what Chap wanted.

He pulled thetie holding Léshil’ s old blades to his back. Asthe bundle hit the floor, he ripped it open and
gripped one winged blade.

Sgdile hacked down through the younger corpse’ s neck with al hisweight. Chap released the old one,
stepping back, and Sgéile took its head aswell.

Lees| heard an angry grunt asthe heavy vampire rolled off hisback. Before he could twist and dash at its
legs, the woman beneath him latched her hand about histhroat.

Her mouth widened with lips pulled back from long fangs and sharpened teeth.

Lees| dammed his|eft blade point through her side.

Her head arched back, eyes clenching shut, but her grip on his neck didn’t break. Leesil couldn’'t get any
ar.

Helevered his blade through her torso, until the point ground through her to the stone floor. When he
lurched upward, her arm sngpped straight, and he raised the right blade and fell on her.

The blade' s outside edge sank into her throat. Leesil shoved down hard.

Black fluidswelled over hishand and forearm, and then his blade cracked through her neck bones. Her
head rolled away to one side, and Leesi| turned over, ripping her limp hand from histhroat.

Lees| gasped in air—just as he looked up to see Wynn ram her dagger into the back of the stocky
vampire grappling with Osha.

Wynn scrambled in as Osha caught the muscular undead’ swridt.

He pulled the man’ s swing aside but barely avoided theiron bar. As he dashed the bone knife at the
undead’ sthroat, Wynn ducked in and rammed her dagger into its back.

The undead twisted sharply and jerked Wynn around by her grip on the hilt. A sharp crack sounded as
something narrow and solid whipped down across her thigh.

Wynn'sleg gave way, and she crumpled with a sharp whimper. Shefell, and the dagger ripped
downward afew inches.

Something rancid and oily spattered across her face.

Wynn tightened her grip, and the blade came out. She quickly turned over, pushing up with one hand.
The dagger was coated in dripping black.

Oshadid down thewall near the passage.

Blood seeped from the sde of his mouth below one clenched eye. Before Wynn could cal to him, the
large undead whipped around above her and raised itsiron bar.

A long split ran from its throat down its upper chest. Osha' s knife had struck true, but the undead did not
even notice. Wynn shrank away, raisng the dagger to shield hersdlf.

A snarling howl echoed through the chamber.

The undeed lifted its head and froze, staring beyond Wynn.

“Don'tlet it get out!” Lees| shouted from somewhere behind Wynn.

The muscular undead spun and bolted down the passage.

Magiere stepped out behind Li’kén into alanding hollow on the edge of avast cavern.

The glowing orange light was strong in here, filling a space nearly aslarge as the underground plateau
wherethe“burning” one had crawled from the fiery fissure. But the hot air was far more humid here.
Vapors misted off the near and more distant walls, asif the snow and ice above seeped down through



the earth to be eaten by the cavern’s hest.

“I am here)” Magiere whispered, but the cavern’ s slence made her voice seem loud.

She stepped forward to the landing' s edge.

A long and narrow stone walkway stretched out over around chasm, so deep that Magiere couldn’t see
the bottom. The orange glow rose from below.

That one bridge joined three others, al reaching out from the distant cavern walls. They connected at a
center point and blended with a stone platform suspended over the chasm. Looking around, Magiere
saw pock-marks on the nearer cavern walls.

No, not marks, but more buria hovels carved in the stone—and more bone figures so old they
resembled the color of the surrounding rock. Skeletons crouched and cowered with their heads and eyes
cast down. They filled the cavern walls hafway up to its domed top.

“Who arethey?’ Magiere asked.

Shedidn’t expect any answer, but Li’kén let out avoiceess hissthat grew too loud in the cavern's
Slence

Li’kén looked a Magiere, the same way she had at Wynn, asif fascinated that anyone spoke to her. But
the white undead never glanced a thewalls.

A trace of disdain crossed her pure features, like one who saw nothing of any interest. Not even for
those centuries-old dead, who still bowed before this ancient one—and whatever it served.

“Did you lock them down here. . . once they finished making this place?

Li"kén didn’t respond.

Magierefet no rage at such injustice. What more could she expect from amonster?

A lightening sensation had washed through her from the moment she' d stepped into the tunnel. The
deeper she had gone, the more it had taken away her hunger, but it also kept her dhampir nature at its
pesk. Y et anger, the source of dl her strength and will, felt smothered.

Eventhelossof that did not matter.

Magiere looked to the meeting point of those narrow stone wakways— to the landing hovering above
the chasm’ s depths. Something stood upon it, bardly visible through the misty air.

Li’kén stepped onto the narrow walkway.

Magiere followed, and waves of humid heat rose around her.

In the long depths bel ow, she saw clouds gathered above a glow of orange-red. Water trickling down
the chasm’ swalls met with severe heat somewhere below, and vapor collected in thick mist, obscuring
the depths.

Vertigo filled Magiere, and she quickly turned her gaze on the walkway’ s narrow stone.

What was she doing here, following avoicein her dreams and an ingtinctive pull she couldn’t name? That
vigtor hidden in her dumber hissed itswords, and dl she’ d seen of it were writhing black coils.

This same voice had whispered to Welstid—and to Ubéd, ingtructing him in Magiere' s creation using the
blood of five races. But it had abandoned the necromancer.

Had it abandoned Welstid aswell? Wasthat why he' d never found this place on his own—and had tried
in Belato get her tojoin him?

Magiere knew she had followed the whispered urgings of some thing that couldn’t be trusted. And now
shewas passively following amad undead acrossachasmto seek . . . what?

She saw the three other bridges leading off to three other hollowsin the cavern walls. Perhaps above
there were other barred stone doors. The burial hovels around the cavern and in the winding passage
suggested that hundreds had labored here, perhaps hauling up excavated stone to build the immense
fortification above.

Li’kén blocked Magiere sview of the platform, but when the undead reached it, she stepped aside.

A four-legged stone stand rose smoothly from the platform. A perfectly round opening had been carved
through the center of itstop.

In the wide hole rested aglobe, dightly larger than agreat helm.

It was made of adark material Magiere couldn’t name, as dark as char and faintly rough acrossits round
surface. Atop it, the large tapered head of a spike pierced down through the globe' s center—and the



spike' shead was larger than her fist. When she crouched to peer through the stand’ s four legs, she saw
the spike stip protruded a hand’ s width through the globe’ s bottom.

Magiere saw no mark of separation to indicate that the spike could ever be removed. Both spike and
globe appeared to have been chisdled from one single piece.

Wasthisthe“orb” she had comefor?

All Magiere’ sdoubts dipped away. It was trapped here, and she had to free it—protect it—keep it from
al other hands. Thiswaswhy she had come. And till al trace of her hunger was gone.

Magiererose from her crouch and looked at Li’kén. “Thisishow you' ve survived. It. . . sustainsyou.”
Li'kén just sared at the orb, asif she had not seenitinalong time.

Magiere saw grooves around the spike' s head. Looking closer, she found that they ended in notches on
opposing sides of the spike, and she glanced back at Li’kan.

The undead raised her dender hand, and her fingertips brushed the circlet around her neck. Like the one
Magiere wore, its open ends were adorned with inward-pointing knobs.

Magiere' s eyes widened as she looked down upon the spike' s grooves and notches.

“How do |—"

“Thisisnot what | expected,” said arefined voice.

Magiere whirled aboui.

Weldtid stood halfway across the narrow stone bridge.

Lees| had barely crawled to his kneeswhen Sgéile and Chap lesped past him.

But the last robed undead was aready gone. Panic hit him as he scrambled up and grabbed the back of
Wynn's codt.

“Comeon!” he growled, pulling her up. “Welstiel and Chane are dready after Magiere, and now that big
undead!”

Then he saw the state of his companions.

Chap’ s neck was matted with blood, and asplit in Sgéile’ s cowl collar and the shoulder of histunic were
soaked in dark red. Wynn favored one leg, though she stayed on her feet, but Oshawas dumped
unconscious against thewall. Blood trailed from hishair across histemple, and more lesked from the sde
of hismouth.

Lees| wavered, desperately wanting to find Magiere.

“Wait,” Sgéilesaid.

He held one of LeesI’sold bladesin hand and looked to the first undead Li’ kén had |eft broken near the
wall. It did not move, but its body was intact. Without hesitation, Sgéile walked over and hacked the
winged blade through the undead’ s throat.

A wet and muffled crack sounded asthe blade severed its spine.

Lees| watched Sgale with aflicker of surprise. Apparently the man had overcome his revulsion of
dismemberment. Sgéile returned and gripped Osha slimp arm, and Leesi| helped lift the younger €f over
Sgéile sgood shoulder.

“Thelibrary,” Sgélesad.

Lees| took Wynn'sarm, steadying the limping sage as they headed down the passage. When they
reached the vast library and turned toward its far end, they saw that the iron beam now lay on the floor.
The stone doors were partly open.

Sgéilelowered Osha, and Wynn caught the young €f’ s shoulders, helping ease him onto the floor.

“I will tend him,” shesaid. “Go &fter Magiere—hurry!”

“I can't just leave you here!” Leesil shouted in frudtretion.

“Yes” sheindsted. “ Y ou heard Welstie tell those mad undeads, ‘ Protect my way.” He commands them.
That iswhy the large one ran to assist him when the others were destroyed. Now go!”

Lees| looked uncertainly to Sgéile, standing before the doors and cradling the arm below his wounded
shoulder.

“I can dill fight,” he said flatly. “Now come!”

Chap loped past Sgéile through the spacein the doors.

Lees|’singtincts screamed for him to run to Magiere, but another part railed againgt leaving Wynn done.



“What if . . .,” hebegan, but hesitated to say the name doud. “What if another undead comes back past
U7

Wynn cocked her head a him. “No matter what has happened here, Chane would never harmme.. . .
and | will never dlow himto harm Osha.”

Her reckless confidence infuriated Leesi|. “Chane' s not the only one down there!”

Wynn turned her serious brown eyes on Sgéile. “ Then make certain no one €l se gets past you.”

He nodded to her. “We must hurry.”

Lees| hated that Wynn wasright. Gripping both blades, he dipped between the heavy doors, whispering
sharply, “No one gets past us.”

Magiere turned and faced her haf-brother, his sword in hand.

Asdways, her dhampir instincts never picked up his undead presence.

In asomewnhat tattered cloak and scuffed boots, his hair was dicked back from hisforehead and his
white temples were tinged ocher in the cavern’sdull glow. He was still as poised aswhen she' d first met
him in Miiska—and as arrogant as when he' d revedled his nature to her in the sewers of Bea

Hedidn't look surprised to see her.

That should have puzzled Magiere, but it didn't.

Welgtiel had followed her.

In dl the years he had desired the orb, he' d never found it—never could—which was why he' d toyed
with her. He needed her, and for more than just bypassing the guardians he’ d believed were waiting in
thisplace.

But he had nothing to say now that Magiere wanted to hear.

All hismanipulations of her had left atrail of innocents, dead and butchered, in his path, from her own
mother, Magdiia, to thefirst owner of her SeaLion Tavern, and on to Chesna, torn and bleeding to death
on her father’ s porch. Welstid was amongter, regardless of their sharing afather— who'd given neither
of them achoice in what they were.

Magiere hesitated with aquick glance at Li’ kéan.

The white undead gave Welstid no notice, gazing only at the orb with her fingertips poised on the metal
hoop about her throat.

Magieredidn’t care to face Welstiel out on the narrow bridge above the chasm. She had to either lure
him to the platform or drive him back to the hollow of the cavern’s entrance.

“No, not at all what | expected,” Welstiel repeated.

“What didn’t you expect?’ she asked, hoping he might advance.

“I am moved by the sight of you.” But histone carried no such sentiment. “Y our black hair, that old
armor, and you . . . S0 determined that you actualy found it. We are dike, you and |. We share the same
blood.”

Her welcome old anger finally cameto her.

“I have blood—you don't. We're nothing dike!”

“No?But you canfed it, just as| can.”

Wedtid hed both arms out wide in agrand gesture, sword il in hand, and smiled softly.

Magieredid fed it—her hunger had become distant, like avague memory. Shefdt dl of the dhampir
within her, yet her mind was clesr.

Weldtid lowered hisarms. “Takeit, Magiere. Bring it to me. | understand it as no one e'se does, and
what itcando. .. for us. It isfreedom from what our father put upon us.”

And Magiere saw the tactic she needed.

Her intentionsfor the orb didn’t matter. Telling Welstid it belonged with the sageswould only keep him
arguing. Shewastired of his coy persuasion, dways pulling her off balance or driving her where he
wanted.

“I understand it,” she hissed. “No more hunger, yes? No more hunger . . . for me!”

She settled ahand on the orb’s spike, tilted her head down, and cast him a mocking glance.

“I don't share what' s already mine!”

Wedtid’ s eyesflicked toward Li’ kén, but the ancient undead remained enraptured by the orb. Magiere



did her fachion from its sheeth, sweeping the blade up before her, and Welstiel shifted hisgazetoiit.
Magiere fdt sckened for an instant. Her haf-brother had made this weapon, connecting him to her. And
gtill, he hesitated upon the bridge.

Did he wonder if he could survive againgt a hunter of the dead, the thing he’ d helped create? No, hisred
fear was making the wrong choice and losing his prime desre—the orb, his obsession.

Magiere grew anxious. She' d never been good at manipulation. She met things head-on, the only way
she knew how to win. And she couldn’t wait any longer.

She took a step onto the bridge toward Welstiel.

A presence—another undead—expanded in her awareness, and she stopped.

Chane walked toward them dong the narrow stone bridge, longsword in hand.

He too looked weatherworn, but his red-brown hair was cut jaggedly shorter than the last time she'd
seen him—on the night she’ d taken his head in Droevinka. As he drew closer, she saw the scar around
histhroat. Vapor risng from the chasm left asheen upon his pae skin.

Westid never looked back; he smply smiled. The odds had changed.

But Chane' s sudden appearance didn’t make Magiere fearful for hersdf. She had left Lees| and the
othersto watch her back, and yet here was Chane. So what had become of her companions?

Where was Lees|?

“I have no need to kill you, Magiere,” Welstie said. “Just bring metheorb . . . and after | leave, you and
yours can go.”

Chane hdted and flinched sharply. His gaze fixed on Welstiel’ s back.

Magiere had no time to ponder Chane' s strange pause. She d never faced Welstid in astraight-up fight,
not as she had with Chane. And Chane had nearly bested her twice. Her main advantage now became
the bridge' s narrow path. Only one of them could come at her at atime, if she blocked both from getting
to the platform.

Even if Weldtid did get past her, Magiere didn’t believe Li’kén would alow him near the orb. She shook
her head dowly.

“You'resuch acoward,” shesaid. “ Alwaysin hiding, killing the defense-lessin the dark.”

“| saved you!” he answered, and anger leaked into hisvoice. “1 brought you to that village mysdlf! | left
you armor and my own weagpon, and amuletsthat kept you alive, until you faced who and what you are.”
“So sdfless” she spit. “ Take my head then, and you can haveit al back . . . dong with your prize.”
Welgtie suddenly haf-crouched upon the bridge, clearing Magiere sview of Chane,

“Kill her,” hesaid camly.

Magiere tensed.

Chane siwung hislongsword back and forth like a pendulum. With glittering hatred in his eyes, he arched
the blade back and up—and then lunged in behind Welstiel, dropping low.

Magiere went rigid, but Chane didn’t leap toward her.

He grabbed Wegtid’ sleft forearm and dammed Welstid’ s hand upon the bridge. Welstid fell to one
knee. Before he could turn or jerk free, Chane brought his sword down.

The blade split through Welstiel’ s gloved fingers and clanged upon the stone.

Weldtie cried out in pain—and Magiere singtincts sharpened.

Westid’ s undead presence flooded Magiere’ s awareness, like a curtain ripped away from awindow to
expose the night outside. He dropped his sword, and it clattered on the bridge as he grabbed his maimed
hand.

Chane snatched up Welstidl’ s severed fingers and backed up along the bridge.

“Kill her yoursdf!” he rasped and turned to run.

He reached the cavern’ s entrance hollow and vanished in a pocket of darkness beyond the reach of the
chaam'slight.

Magiere held her place in stunned confusion.

She watched Welstid’ s pale face twist. Black fluids dripped from hisfingerless hand as he stood up,
looking after Chane. Then hewhirled to face her.

Open fear flickered across Welstid’ sfeatures. He quickly snatched up his sword and backed aong the



bridge.

Magiere spasmed as another undead presence filled up her senses.

Beyond Westid, the muscular undead with theiron bar stepped into the chasm'sdim light.
“Herel” W gtid shouted. “ Defend me!”

Magiere rushed onto the bridge to take Welstid’ s head.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Chane stepped into the cavern’ s entrance hollow gtill clutching Welstid’ s severed fingers—one of which
worethe arcane ring of nothing.
Hefdt no hunger a dl. Why?
Welgtiel’ s pack lay againgt the hollow’ s near wall. He must have st it asde before facing Magiere.
Chane grabbed it as he headed for the tunndl.
Running footsteps echoed from the entrance, and he stopped short.
Whether it was one of Welstid’ sferals or Lees| and the others, Chane was too weary for afight. All he
wanted wasto get away from this place. He turned back to the chasm’ s edge.
Reaching around the landing’ sside, he felt for the lip of the nearest pocket in the cavern wal. When he
found a secure hold, he swung out and into the pocket.
He landed face-to-face with amound of dick stone, like a haf-formed figure rising out of the rock floor.
Hewriggled past to crouch in the rear and began pulling the glove' s remnants off Welstid’ s severed
fingers
The second one bore the ring of nothing, dick with black fluids.
Chane dipped it over hisown finger without bothering to wipeit off.
The pocket’ swalswavered briefly in hissight.
Lees| ran down the arcing tunnel, followed by Sgéile. He dowed only once when he spotted the
skeletonsin their stone cubbies. Chap raced on, giving them no notice.
The dog’ s eerie hunting cry rolled aong the tunnd walls an instant before Lees| burst out into awidened
hollow.
Hundreds more cubbies pockmarked the vast cavern before him. Vapor wafted up from the glowing
chasm, partly obscuring four narrow stone bridges arcing out to a stone platform above the wide chasm’s
center. Magiere stood but one step off the platform aong the nearest bridge—with Welstiel afew paces
infront of her.
“Get to that one!” Sgéile shouted, pointing with Leesl’ sold blade.
The muscular undead stepped to the bridge.
Lees| didn’t see Chane anywhere as he sprinted forward. Chap closed first and snapped his jaws on the
hem of the undead’ srobe.
“Hold him!” Lees| shouted.
He grabbed the big undead’ s robe between the shoulders, trying to get agrip with his punching blade till
in hand. From the corner of hiseye, he saw Welstid block Magiere sfirst swing.
Lees| heaved hard as Chap lurched backward with hisjaws clenched. The undead’ s robe began to tear
in the dog’ steeth. The muscular vampire ssumbled as Sgéile closed from behind, raisng Leesl’sold
winged blade.
The undead set hisfeet and twisted sharply around, swinging theiron bar.
Leesl’sgrip broke as the robe tore in hishand. He teetered, and Sgéile barely ducked as the iron bar
arced through the air. It came straight at Leesil’ s neck.
He had no chance to regain his balance and rai sed both blades.
The bar connected with asharp metal clang. The sound vibrated through his forearms as he was thrown
off hisfedt.
Lees| landed hard on the stone floor.
The bulky undead lunged again for the bridge.
Magiere willed rage to come, pushing everything but Welstiel from her mind. Fury, like an echo of lost
hunger, flooded Magiere a her first swing.
Welstidl blocked her blow with hislongsword and stroked it aside, but his maimed left hand spattered
black fluids al around. He retreated another step, drawing her further out onto the bridge. Rising vapor
dampened Magiere shair and strands of it clung to her cheeks.
“Thisisnot necessary,” Welstid nearly shouted. “I know it speaksto you and fills your head with
deception. Do not listen to that thing hiding in dumber, toying with usboth! Everything | have doneisto



protect the orb—"

“For yoursdf!” Magiere returned.

Mention of that whispering voice, the connection between him and her, only made fury grow inside her.
She snarled and swung again.

Wedtid dipped hislongsword, catching her heavier fachion.

Beneath theimpact of sted, he faltered, and quickly shifted his block. Magiere sblade did dong hisand
spun away. Welstie came about and dashed for her throat. She didn’t have timeto pull the falchion up,
and had to drop low.

The longsword passed just above her head. She jerked her falchion back, dicing acrosshisside.
Weldtiel’ s mouth gaped beneath his widened eyes, and he retreated another step.

The blade he'd created to defend himsdlf againgt their father was now used against him. He felt its searing
touch just like any other undead.

Magiere flushed with pleasure a his pain—and wanted to hurt him more.

As her mother, Magdlia, had lain bleeding to death in her birthing bed, Welstid had taken her only child,
born of rape by an undead father and the blood rite of a necromancer.

But Bryen and Ub&d were gone. Only Welstie remained to suffer for dl three.

Magiere reached behind with her free hand. She pulled the long silvery war dagger from the back of her
belt.

Lees| flopped over and dashed for the undead' sleg. His blade' stip diced acrossits caf, splitting cleanly
through boot cuff and breeches. The vampire whipped its curly-haired head around.

Maddened eyes fixed upon Leesl. It swung down with the iron bar, and he twisted the other way. Stone
chips scattered over hisface asthe bar’ s end cracked upon the floor.

Lees| dammed his blade down atop the bar before the undead could lift it again. Chap lungedin,
wrapping hisjaws around the undead’ s other ankle, and Lees| saw the split where he'd struck its calf.
Thintrallsof black fluids ill ran down itsleg—but no wound remained. It had dready closed.

Theiron bar lurched, squealing with sparks asit scraped free of Lees|’ s blade. He looked up as Sgéile
kicked out hard.

The undead’ s head snapped back under the blow. Chap released hisjaws and bit into the side of the
man’ sknee.

“Over theedgel” Sgéile shouted. “Into the chasm!”

Lees| kicked into the undead’ s other knee as Chap shredded the onein histeeth.

Sgéilewhirled. Hisfoot lashed out and connected again.

Lees| caught aglimpse of Magiere.

Wedtid backed adong the bridge. Magiere charged him with both sword and dagger drawn.
Magiereflipped her dagger, gripping it point down. The heavy fachion was dower than Welstid’'s
longsword, and she might not parry well with the dagger. But the silvery blade braced dong her forearm
might keep her from losing ahand if she had to block. All that mattered was stopping Welstiel’ s sword,
just for one moment.

Histunic was split long the side. The fabric’ s edges were soaked dark with hisfluids. But in place of an
open wound, Magiere saw only ascar.

She' d seen the marks her sword left on the undead, but the wound couldn’t have closed that quickly.

“l anbolstered . . . fed inthe orb’ s presence,” Welstiel whispered, “but you . . . you ill live and
bregsthe. No matter what you gain fromit, | will not need to take your head . . . to kill you!”

Magiere hesitated. She didn’t know to what extent the orb could affect her and wasn’t about to test it. If
he was right, she had to take his head before she was too wounded to go on.

Wetid rushed with an upward whip of hislongsword, trying to strike for her chest between her
weapons. Magiere pivoted sideways and swept her |eft forearm down.

She caught the sword’ s end with the flattened dagger. Welstiel dropped low and thrust out, and the
longsword skimmed aong the blade.

The sword’ s point buried in the upper half of Magiere’ s sword arm.

Without hunger to block the pain, Magiere crumpled and dropped the falchion.



Chap saw Magiere drop to one knee. And he went cold inside as Lees| shouted, “No . . . no!”

Sgéile sfoot cracked againgt the muscular undead’ s skull.

Chap sprang, clawing up the undead’ s body.

Hedidn’t care what happened to him, so long as this vampire went down and someone got to Magiere.
He sank teeth into the undead’ sthroat and called up amemory from within Leesil’smind.

The large undead teetered and began to fall toward the chasm’ s edge.

Chap clung to it by tooth and claw, letting hisweight bring it down.

Lees rolled to hisfeet as Chap latched on to the undead’ s throat. Between Sgéile' slast kick and the
dog’ s sudden weight, the undead began to topple toward the edge.

Chap didn’t lunge away.

Lees| threw aside one winged blade. He reached out wildly to grab Chap by the scruff, but his mind was
gtill numbed by the sight of Magiere buckling under Welstid’ sthrust.

A memory erupted in hishead.

Downgtairsin the Sea Lion’s common room, he' d been aone in the dark—drinking—as Ratboy dipped
in through awindow. At the sound, he’ d pulled a stiletto and hurled it. But the blade had stuck into a
tabletop rather than into the little vampire' s head.

Only Chap could have raised that forgotten moment, trying to tell him what to do—whom to save.
Lees| snatched a dtiletto from hiswrist sheeth, breaking the holding strap. With one quick flip, he caught
the blade and threw it.

Magiere gasped as Wegtid jerked hislongsword out of her arm. Her fury held, but it wasn’t enough to
edt the pain—not like her missing hunger could have.

Onwithdrawal, Welstiel flicked the sword tip at her throat.

She barely blocked it with her dagger-shielded forearm. The longsword' stip did off and scraped her
hauberk’s shoulder. It didn’t cut her, but its drag on the leather pulled her off balance.

Westid siwung his blade back, and it rose over his head. With no room to dodge aside on the narrow
bridge, Magiere raised her forearm with the dagger and braced for the impact.

Weldtid lurched.

The longsword stalled and wobbled above him. His eyeswidened, and his lips spread, exposing
clenched tegth.

Magieredmost lost her opening in surprise. She spun the dagger in her grip and dashed fast and hard
across hisknee.

The blade cut through his breeches. He screeched in pain, and Magiere heard asizzling hissfrom the
dagger. She started at both sounds.

Smoke rose from the severed cloth around Welstid’ sleg. As he spun away aong the bridge, Magiere
saw the gtiletto embedded below hiseft shoulder blade. She glanced at the dagger in her hand.

A red glow aong its center hair-thin line faded quickly to its old charcod black. Vapor thickened and
Spuittered softly as its moisture touched the blade—as if the metal had suddenly heated during her swing.
Welstid came about. He fixed upon her in cold anger and advanced.

Magiere abandoned any notion of grabbing for the falchion. She came up, gripping the dagger’ s hilt hand
over hand. Welstiel took a double hold on his sword as he brought it down.

Sparks scattered as wegpons collided and then vanished rapidly in the humid air. Magiere | et the dagger
tilt upon theimpact.

Theinstant Welstiel’ s sword dipped away, she dashed the blade back up across hisface.

Westid whipped his head aside with a cry, and the stench of burning flesh filled Magiere' snogtrils. She
swung out, striking for his sword arm. Smoke erupted from hiswrist as the blade dashed across. He
shrieked ashisgrip on the sword' s hilt went limp.

The longsword clanged upon the bridge and Magiere heard nothing more.

Welstid grabbed for hiswounded wrist with hisfingerless hand. Hetried to shield his smoking face with
both arms, and one foot dipped off the side of the bridge.

“No!” Magiere screamed. “Not that easy!”

She grabbed for him ashefell, catching hisforearm. Her knees hit the bridge as Welstid’ sfull weight



dragged her down, and her grip did up to hiswridt.

Magiere held on to Welstid and strained to pull him up.

She couldn’'t spend her life wondering if he' d truly died in the chasm’ s depths. Shewouldn’t live with that
doubt. But shewasn't going to drop the dagger for asecond grip.

Magiere dammed the blade down into Welstiel’ s chest.

Hedidn't even scream as smoke welled from the heated blade sinking into him. She heaved on the hilt,
draging historso hafway onto the bridge. She released hiswrist, pinning him with her knee, and snarled
her fingersinto hishair.

Welstid convulsed once as shejerked the dagger out.

The blade crackled as his black fluids burned off under its heat. Magiere pressed it to histhroat.

A charred gash angled between Welstid’ s eyes, running from the bridge of his nose and down through
his cheek to the side of his mouth. Teeth and bone showed through smoking split skin. His eyeswere
filled with confuson and pain, asif none of what was happening could bered.

And it till wasn't enough for Magiere.

Not for al she had suffered or what so many others had lost because of him. She leaned closeto
Welstid’ smangled face, whispering, “Whatever waitsfor you . . . when you get there.. . . give Father my
hate!”

Magiere shoved the blade down.

Wedtie’ sface went dack asit split histhroat. When she felt the dagger jam into bone, she ground it
through.

Thetip of the dagger grated on the stone.

Magierelet Welstid’ s body tumble off the bridge.

Leesi| hoped his stiletto had struck true. He rushed for Chap, but he wouldn't makeit.

The large undead’ s back and head cracked against the bridge' s side. Herolled off and fell.

Sgdile flung aside Leesil’ s old blade and bolted onto the bridge.

In midair, Chap tried to leap off the undead' s chest. Only hisforepaws hooked the bridge’ s edge. Sgéile
reached out and grabbed for Chap, pulling the dog up. The yowling undead clawed at empty air, and fell
into the chasm’ s clouded depths.

Lees| quickly closed on Chap and Sgéile, but then his gaze traced dong the bridge.

Halfway out, Magiere knelt, staring over the edge, but Lees| saw no sign of Welstid.

“Drop down,” he said.

Sgdile buckled low, still holding Chap, and Leesil hopped over them. Before he reached Magiere, she
lifted her face.

Her fingerswere snarled in the hair of asevered head, and Lees| saw one white temple as he dowed.
Magiere dumped and closed her eyes. Beneath her scowl, Leesi| could see her pain. Intheend, even
killing Welstiel hadn’t taken it away.

With her eyes till closed, Magiere flung the head.

Lees| watched it fdl through the misty air, growing faint and small. It vanished dtogether, though he never
heard it strike in the chasm’ s obscured depths.

Magierefdt asif she'd awvakened in one of those saven hells Leesil so casudly spit out in his curses.
Welgtid was gone, but it solved nothing—changed nothing—for her.

It didn’t erase what she was, or change what might wait for her in the future.

Then Lees| crouched down before her.

Magiere gazed into hiswild amber eyes, so faintly danted beneath white-blond eyebrows. What might he
say about al this? What was there to say? But the sight of histan face and bright hair pulled her hafway
fromthat hell.

“Where' s Chane?’ he asked, s0 softly, asif reluctant to ask anything of her.

The question shook Magiere fully back into the moment. “1 don’t know.”

Lees| pivoted, and Magiere saw Sgéile and Chap near the bridge’ s end.

“Stay there,” he cdled to them. “Watch thetunnd . . . Chaneistill missing.”

Chap spun about, and Sgéile followed the dog off the bridge. Leesi| turned back and reached for



Magiere.

“Let’'sseethat am.”

She d forgotten about the wound, and strangdly, al the pain was gone. Leesi| pulled apart the
blood-soaked rent in the deeve of her wool pullover. He wiped gently with hisfingertips, clearing blood
from her arm, and then stopped.

Magiere saw no wound. Not even a scar.

“Evenyou don’t hed that quickly,” Lees| said, looking nonetoo pleased. “I saw awound on that big
undead close too fast. What is happening here?’

Welstid had claimed he was untouchable in the orb’ s presence, and she wasn't. Apparently he' d been
wrong—not that it made Magiere fedl any better. She spun on one knee, looking back to the orb. Li’ké&n
stood staring at it, and nothing on the platform had changed.

“Comeon,” Lees| urged, “before we get any more surprises.”

He grabbed her arm, hoisting her up.

Magiere paused only to pick up her falchion, but she didn’t sheathe it or the dagger. As she stepped onto
the meeting place of the four bridges, she kept her eyes on the white undead.

All her dissatisfaction settled on the notion of taking Li’kan's head.

This ancient thing—and whatever controlled it—wanted Magiere to have the orb. So why had Li’kan
done nothing to stop Welstiel and hisminions?

“What' swrong with her?’ Leesi| asked.

Magiere took along breath. “I don’t think she' s been down herein ages—or longer than | can guess.
Shejud froze a the sght of it.”

“Sowhat isit?’ Lees| whispered.

Magiere had no answer. She was no mystic or sage, and doubted that even those who were would
understand the orb. Shewasjust arogue, a charlatan grown tired of the game. . . and atainted thing
bornin theworst of ways. But ingtinct told her this device was no longer safe here, and she believed the
Chein’ & knew thisaswell.

They had given her the circlet, what Wynn called a thérhk.

Without even thinking, Magiere sheathed her falchion and tucked away the dagger. She pulled aside her
hair to lift the circlet from her neck. From thelook of its open-end knobs and the groovesin the spike's
head . . . wasthis thérhk ahandlefor lifting the orb?

LeesI’sbrow wrinkled as Magiere fitted the circlet over the spike.

The knobs dipped adong the stone grooves, until they settled in the notches on the spike' s opposing
sdes. Gripping the circlet like abucket’ s handle, Magiere lifted with both hands, trying to clear the orb
fromitstal stone stand.

She expected resistance. Whatever the orb and fal se spike were made of, the whole of it looked heavy.
To her surprise, the circlet lifted eadily.

A hum rose around Magiere, seeming to fill the cavern. Or wasit insde her, running through her bones,
gathering in her skull?

“No!” Lees| shouted. “Put it back in!”

Magiere felt water droplets gather on her face. She saw them on her hands asthe air' smist seemed to
pull in around her. A light spread from somewhere beneath her grip on the circlet, and she dropped her
gaze.

The spike hung free, dangling from the circlet’ sknobs. Rather than lifting orb and spike together, her
circlet had pulled the spike, separating it.

The orb, still resting in the stand, emanated light . . . was made of light. Its glow sparked within the drops
upon Magiere' sarms and hands.

Rainbow hues swirling through the orb suddenly bled into each other, until its whole form burned pure
ted.

“Put the spike back!”

Magiere heard Lees|’ s shout, but she couldn’t turn away, and her eyes began stinging from the light. Her
vison blurred like snow blindness.



Only the orb remained crisp and redl.

Magiere couldn’t move, though she felt someone' s hands close atop her grip on the circlet.

Chap turned back asthe landing hollow’ s dark space filled with light. He cringed at the brilliance erupting
from the platform.

Three hazy slhouetteswere bardly visblein the glare. Then atingle crawled over Chap’'s skin, making his
fur bridle.

Fay—hefdt hiskin manifested here.

Chap turned aside from the blinding light and saw Sgéile shidlding hiseyes. And beyond the f, the
hollow’ swallsbeganto bleed . . . water.

Globules welled from the stone and ripped from its surface, but they did not fal downward. Each
glittering droplet shot toward the platform, like heavy rain falling inward from dl around into the tedl
brilliance.

Chap fet ahint of connection to Earth, Fire, Air, Spirit . . . and an overwhelming sense of Water. He had
not tried to root himsdf in the dements of existence, yet they sharply filled his awvareness—and the last,
prima Water, smothered the others.

He remembered being born.

Every pain and sensation flickered past in his mind. He drifted back further, most remembering his
exigence among hiskin, the Fay.

They—he—had mourned aloss.

No, asn—from an instant before the first “moment” existed.

Fromwhen “time” cameinto being at the beginning of cregtion.

Chap inched forward in the blinding light, feding with his pawsfor the bridge’ s edge. He cried out
through his spirit to hiskin.

What . . . was so horrible. . . in the making of thisworld? What did you . . . we do?

Therewas no answer.

Once, a onewith hiskin, “time’ had meant nothing to Chap. Now he struggled with moments and days
and yearslikewalls built around hislost memories. But he felt the presence of aFay in thisplace.

Chap lifted hishead and tried to gaze into the light.

One? There was only one Fay here?

How could he sense one and not the many? There were no otherslike himself in thisworld that he knew
of. Thetingle across his skin sharpened.

A wordless hissin Chap’ s skull drove cold into hisbones. For an ingtant it almost shifted to aleaf-wing
cracklein hishead.

Hefdt it clearly—another Fay—asecond, yet sngular and done. 1t wormed through him like winter’'s
ache, the same one that had tried to coil around his awareness as he fled from Li’ k&n’ s mind.

The presence vanished from Chap’' s awareness. Thetingle within him ripped away as he choked.

Within the painful light upon the platform, Magiere had done something to awaken or activate the ancient
artifact.

Hedid not yet understand what or why, but there was a reason that the orb had been eft fallow in the
frozen mountains and burning chasm. Water droplets raced from the stone walstoward itslight as
vapors from the chasm twisted upward.

“What is happening?’ Sgéile shouted.

Chap scurried forward with eyes down, barely making out hispaws' outlines upon the stone floor. The
glare broke away on both sides, leaving only anarrow strip running ahead. It had to be the bridge.

Chap padded blindly out, heading for the platform.

Lees| grappled for Magiere' s hands, turning hisface from the blinding orb. Though it burned with a
green-blue glow, thelight filling the air was searing white. Hefdlt rain patter on hisbody. But it fell inward
from all around, all directions. Droplets stung him and seemed to roll over hislimbs, sucked away toward
the orb.

He closed his eyes and shouted, “Let go! Damn it, Magiere, let it drop!”

No matter how hard he pressed on her hands, she remained rigid and unyielding.



Something grabbed the back of Leesi|’s hauberk.

Wrenching force heaved him backward, and hisfingerstore from Magiere' s hands. He landed hard on
sone and flopped over once. He quickly flattened in fear of blindly tumbling over the platform’ s edge.
Leesi| looked back for Magiere, and his eyeswatered ingtantly in the glare. Tears beaded and ripped
from hisface. They joined athousand droplets racing through the cavern toward the light beyond
Magiere,

Her body shielded the orb, asif she stood directly in line with the sun, turning her into adarkly blurred
glhouette. White light radiated around her, blurring everything else from sight.

Until another hazy silhouette closed on her.

Narrower and shorter, it reached out beyond Magiere, somewhere above the orb.

Lees| turned hisface aside as he crawled toward Magiere. He could barely make out the open cavern.
Vaporsthinned from the air, and the far walls were lit up. The pocket cavities of the dead, not as bright
asthe open stone, were little more than oval blotchesin hisblurred sight.

He saw them begin to move.

Like shadows that the light couldn’t smother, they shifted dong the cavern walls and flowed in adowly
swirling pattern.

Lees| dragged the back of his hand over hiseyes, trying to clear hiswarped vison.

The swirling of shadows undulated. They flowed together in turning paths like a snake with no beginning
or end, and those huge shadow coils turned everywhere across the cavern’'swalls.

Lees| continued crawling toward Magiere. As he got closer, her body shielded him enough to raise his
head and look at her.

A dimform rose above her silhouette.

More muted shadows joined into the shape of ahead, growing larger . . . or closer.

At firg, Lees| thought he saw the outline of the serpent guardian he’ d faced before the buriad ground of
the elven ancestors. But it kept growing until its dull oblong took on more features.

Paeoutlinesof ridges. .. or horns. . . or spikes. . . ran back acrossitstop from above lidless eyes.
Thosefaint staring globes, set wide on itsface, were surrounded by bulged and thickened scales that
trailed in twined rows down along snout.

Its reptilian head rose, mounted upon the end of the shadow coils worming along the cavern walls. The
faint outline of itsjaws widened.

Lees| scrambled up.

Within the beast’ s huge maw, Leesil saw rows of dark tranducent shapes, like teeth aslong as hislegs.
It was no snake or serpent. He didn’t even know what to call it.

He shut his eyes againgt the glare and sprang, throwing his arms around Magiere’ storso when his chest
collided with her back.

He opened his eyes once, looking up.

The scaled mongter’ sjaws widened, asif it would swallow the whole platform, and it came down on
them.

Lees| wrenched Magiere away with al hisweight.

Magiere saw no cavern, felt no circlet. She saw nothing but white light. Then al the pure light snapped to
blackness.

Enormous dark coilsturned around her.

A whispering hiss surrounded her, asif she' d falen adeep for thelast time and dipped into that dark
dream. But no clear words came from the hidden voice of the coils.

Hunger rushed through Magiere. If she'd had breath, she would have choked.

Shefdt an undead presence, asif buried in it—swallowed by it.

Only those coils—coils of an undead—and hunger rupturing her within remained in the sudden dark
dream.

Something touched Magiere' s hands—she fdt her own hands once more—and her sight filled with a
flash of brilliant white.

Small pae hands pressed down atop her own—and someone el se squeezed tightly around her chest and



heaved.

Magiere cameto astop, lying prone atop whoever had pulled her back.

All around her, the cavern had suddenly returned to its dim red glow.

For an ingtant, water droplets hung inthe air. They dl fell suddenly, and the patter of arainstorm filled the
platform. The cavern air became silent and empty.

Magiere looked toward the orb—and saw Li’ kén standing beside the pedestal.

The white undead’ s hands rested atop the circlet and the spike had settled back into place. It had melded
into the orb’ s dark rough form, the two parts once more awhole and unbroken shape. Theted light was
gone, and the only glow came from the chasm’ s depths.

Someone shuddered beneath Magiere' s back, and she spotted Lees|’ s hands clenched across her chest.
She broke his grip and twisted over.

His eyeswere shut so tightly that his features became a strained and wrinkled mask. Spattered water had
soaked his hair and face. She clawed up his body and grabbed his head.

“Look at mel” Magiere shouted. “Leesil . . . open your eyes!”

His eyes snapped open, and he began breathing too fast. He shook his head free of her grip and craned
his neck, looking wildly about the cavern.

“Lees|!” Magiere whispered, and took hisface again. “Leesil?’

Shel d never seen so much fear in hiseyes.

Chap appeared beside them, rumbling as he paced around to watch Li’ kén and the orb.

Li’kén hadn’t moved or taken her eyes from the ancient object.

Chane watched everything as it happened. He saw water bleed from stone, dropletsraceinward, and
vanish asif swallowed in the painful light. When the light grew too strong, he had to duck and cover his
eyes.

In the brilliance that stung him, he felt his hunger return.

It churned inside him, unrestrained. He curled within the rock pocket as the beast inside him began to
thrash.

Astheglare piercing Chane s eyelids faded, so did hunger. It vanished into nothing—and the beast within
him whimpered, cowering in the dark.

He opened his eyesto look out. The white undead stood before Welstiel’ slost treasure, but Chane did
not care.

He had only scorn for Welstid, who had risked everything for something so powerful—even if the man
hed believed it would sustain him without feeding. Welstiel was afool for al hisknowledge, and had died
for it. Thisthing—this orb—should have remained lost and forgotten.

But Chane had been afollower through al his short existence asaNoble Dead, from risng in servitude
to Toret and then taking up with Welstid. And freedom, now that it came, left him with nothing again.
Chane was uncertain what hefelt at Welstidl’ s second deeth. A part of him had even wanted Welstidl to
win—to finish Magiere instead. Or, better, wanted each to have taken the other over the edge.

He watched the wounded df run aong the bridge to join the others upon the platform. No one remained
in the hollow of the tunndl’ s entrance.

But where was Wynn?

Perhaps Leesl had hidden her somewhere safe, up in the castle.

Chane kept silent as he dowly crawled to the pocket’ s front and reached around its Side.

Neither Magiere’ snor Chap’ s awareness of undead, nor even Lees|’ s strange amulet would sense him,
now that he wore Welstid’ sring of nothing. But the last thing he needed was someone locating him by
sght. He quickly swung into the landing hollow and crept dong the wall to the tunnel’ s entrance. Once
deep enough into the tunnel’ s upward turn, heran.

The heavy doors at the tunnel’ s end were il cracked open, and Chane carefully leaned through.
Theyounger df, who had held Wynn amid the battle, lay unconscious upon the floor. But Wynn was not
there.

Chane leaned out enough to peer around the doors edge, and he saw her.

She stood at the back end of the last tall bookcase, but she was studying the library’ s stone wall rather



than atext from the shelves. She traced faded dark writing on the stones with her small fingers, slently
mouthing what she reed.

“Wynn. . .,” Chanerasped, and hated the sound of hisvoice.

She spun, backing againgt the wall.

Her liquid brown eyes went wide a the sight of him. Wispy brown hair tangled about her smdl, olive
face—dirtier than in his nightly visions, but otherwise the same face he remembered. In place of gray
robes, she wore loose, dusky-ydlow pants and along hide coat.

Wynn rushed toward him, or so he thought, but she stopped between him and the unconscious €f.

“I will not let you harm him,” she said. “Heis one of our protectors.”

Chane went numb, not because she sought to protect this man from him, nor even at the way she looked
a himin frightened suspicion. He could not blame her for ether of thesethings. But it hurt that shewas
correct in both.

“| saw you die,” she whispered.

“Did you mourn for me?’

The question came out before he could stop it. Even as he spoke, the words sounded so petty and
self-centered compared to al they had not said to each other.

“Yes” sheanswered. “1 wept that night . . . and many nights after.”

He stood looking at her. No onein hislost life—not his mother or his companions of youth—had ever
cared enough to cry for him.

“But | mourned the scholar | remembered,” Wynn added. “Not the true Chane. . . the one who would
help Welstid murder . . . the Servants of Compassion and make them into mindless, savage beasts.”
Beasts. Chane flinched, anger growing inside him. He wanted to shout &t her, but she only spoke more
truth.

He had deceived himsdlf as much as her. When they first met, had he not tried to pass himsdlf off asa
young, gentle scholar seeking like-minded company? And later, had he not helped Welstid destroy the
scholarswithin that monastery of heding?

“I did not turn them,” he rasped at her and then faltered. “But | did not stop him either . . . and have
regretted it ever sSince.”

Her gaze softened, but only briefly. “ Are my companions safe?’

More suspicion—and il legitimate. Chane knew he did not have much time lft.

“Magieretook Welstid’shead . . . and the orb he sought. | thought it would be asmdll thing, created by
some forgotten undead who no longer wished to feed. But . . . it ismuch more. What isit, Wynn?’

Her small brows drew closer. “It was created in the time of the Forgotten. | have been trying to find
pieces—hints and clues—written by one of its guardians on these walls. It may have been created by
whatever made her and the other undead who first appeared in thewar.”

She was close enough for Chane to reach out and touch.

“The orb belongs with the sages,” she added.

The sages. Once Chane had believed that he, too, belonged among them—and with her. She did not
seem to fear him now, but she should.

Wheat place was there in her world for such abeast?

One that would never stop hungering and straining &t its bonds.

Chane stepped out, walking wide as he turned his eyesfrom Wynn's.

Hetried to hide his expression by studying the texts upon the shelves. He should leave and get asfar
from her as possible. But he could not bring himself to go just yet and lowered his gaze to the
unconscious df.

Bitterness dipped out. “Who isthat?”

“| told you. One of our guardians. . . an envoy of theelves. Itisalong story.” She glanced at stone
doors. “Y ou should go. If Magiere and Chap find you here. . .”

Chane shook hishead at her wish to protect him.

Wynn Hygeorht the sage—and sweet, naivelittle guardian of mongers.

“S0, you will take the orb to your guild?’ he whispered.



“Ves”
Chane closed his eyes, seeing the Wynn he remembered, clothed in gray robes and drinking mint teain a
warm study full of scrolls and books.

Hewould never be part of that vision. He had been lying to himsdf for too long. If she ever saw that fera
beast ingde of him, he could not bear to exist any longer.

“I will not follow you anymore,” he said with back turned. “Y ou will not sseme again.”

He did not mean to turn and look, but he did.

Wynn stood with tears running down her olive-toned face.

It waslast time he would cause her pain.

Chane strode along the dark row of bookshelves, and it was hard not to look back. He almost reached
the side passage when his boot toe kicked something across the floor.

It rattled like hollow metd, and he glanced down. In the dark, he spotted an old tin scroll cylinder
rocking dightly where it had cometo rest by thewall.

Chane stepped into the passage, and then paused. He turned and stared back at the dark casements.

So much was here upon the shelves. Perhaps Wynn would savage what she could before leaving, though
likely she would not carry away much. It would have been good to be there when she returned with her
findsto Domin Tilswith in Bela, especidly after dl she had been through to reach thislost place.

Chane stepped back out and looked down at that lone scroll case, now motionlesswhereit lay. He
stooped and picked it up, then turned back down the passage.

When he reached the stairway chamber, with its archway to the wide corridor of columns, the bodies of
ferd monkslittered the floor, headless and till. He found his pack and tucked the scroll away with the
books taken from the monastery. He dung both his pack and Welstie’ s over his shoulders dong with a
piece of canvas and alength of rope. He left everything €l se behind.

Chane kept hismind empty &l the way down thelong corridor of columns. But it grew harder to stay
numb insde as heleft, passed through the iron gates, and stumbled out upon the snow.

Magiere carefully removed the circlet from the orb’ s spike and hung it back around her neck. Then she
gripped the top of the spike and tried Ssmply lifting the orb from itsresting hole in the store stand. Now it
felt heavy, like an anvil, and she used both handsto lift it out. With the spikeintact, it did not illuminate
again, and remained dormant.

Li’kén just stood there, eyeslocked on the empty stand. She glanced once at Leesil, and her face
wrinkled briefly.

Magiere was ready to drop the orb and step into the undead’ s path. Li’ kén's world had changed for the
first timein centuries. How would she react?

Confusion passed over the white undead’ sface. She turned back to staring at the orb’ s stone stand, asiif
she couldn’t understand what the empty place meant.

“Start heading for the tunndl,” Magiere whispered.

“What?' Leesi| asked.

“Just doit.”

Chap and Sgéile had dready gone to the cavern landing, and Magiere waited until Leesil waswell onto
the bridge before she turned to follow. When she stepped off into the landing’ s hollow, she looked back.
Li’kén stood before the bridge’ sfar end. Mist began to gather once more in the cavern asthe chasm’s
heat rose to warm the wet walls.

Magiere could swear Li’kan was glaring at her, and that shetried to step upon the bridge. A wafting curl
of mist blocked the ancient undead from sight and drifted into the cavern’ s upper air.

Li’kén stood il asice on the platform before the bridge.

Magiere backed away toward the tunnel.

The orb had sustained Li’kén for centuries, and without it, that ancient thing would soon hunger again.
Magiere remembered Li’ kan lifting the iron bar from thewall doors, her frail body barely straining with
the effort.

“We haven't found Chaneyet,” Lees| argued.

“It doesn’'t matter—just go!”



Lees| headed into the tunnel. As Magiere followed, she saw blood matting the fur on Chap’ sneck and
the dark stain on Sgéile' s cowl and vestment.

“Itisaclean cut,” he said without dowing. “1 will dressit later.”

They couldn’t stop, not with Li’ kan still free behind them. Whatever held the undead back, Magiere
wasn't about to wait and seeif it lasted. She fdt little relief when they passed the last skeleton-filled
hollows of the tunnel and approached the parted stone doors. She desperately needed her strength to last
for one more task. Magiere stepped out behind the othersinto the dark library.

Wynn was kneeling next to Osha but gazing blankly at the floor. Such sadnesslingered on her face, but it
vanished when she looked up at al of them. Her eyes|ocked on the orb as Magiere crouched to gently
st it down.

Magiere turned immediately, throwing her weight into one of the stone doors.

“Lees|!” she grunted, and he camein beside her. Sgéile joined them aswell.

The door barely moved at first, and Magiere wished she had her hunger again.

Finally, the bottom edge grated along the floor. It took longer to close the other one, and both Sgéile and
Lees|’ sfaces glistened with sweet by thetimeit shut.

Theiron beam 4iill lay on thefloor.

Redlization passed across both Sgéile’ sand Lees|’ sfaces, followed by doubt. Sgéile had only one good
arm and couldn’t be doing well with hiswounded shoulder.

“Oneend at atime,” hesaid. “And you must get it off the floor before we can assist you.”

Magieretook hold of the beam’send. In place of hunger shetried to find fury, remembering her mother
dying in bed. Shethrust upward with her legs.

“Now!” Magiere grunted, as the beam’ s end reached her waist.

“WhereisLi’kdn?’ Wynn asked.

Lees| and Sgéile ducked in, bracing one shoulder each benesth the beam.

They dl heaved, pushing up with their legs, and Magiere' sarms began to tremble. AsLees| and Sgéile
pressed upward, she poured al the strength she could summon into one last thrust.

The beam grated over the stone bracket of the closest door. Asit crested the bracket’ stop, Magiere
shouted, “ Get back!”

Lees| and Sgéile ducked clear asshelet go.

The beam dropped, and adull clang echoed through the library asit settled. Leesil bent over, panting.
Sgdile wavered on his feet and was breathing shallow and fast.

“WhereisLi'kan?" Wynn repegated.

Magiere dumped againg the stone door. When Li’ kan’ s hunger returned, it would grow into Starvation,
and they couldn’t let her loose into the world.

“Shecan't leavethisplace,” Magiere panted. “Ever.”

Wynn stood up, but Leesil cut in before she could spesk.

“Did Chane come out?’

Wynn swiveled toward him. Her mouth opened, then closed as she glanced toward the path around the
ends of the bookcases.

“Yes” shefindly answvered. “But heleft. Heisnot in the castle”

Lees| groaned in frustration. “Y ou don’t know that. Chap, seeif you can sense him.”

Chap growled, loping off along the row of bookcases.

Magiere glanced toward the iron beam’ s other end till resting on the floor. Leesil and Sgéile were spent,
and shedidn’t fed any better. But they had to finish.

Li’kén must never leavethis place.

“What wasthat thing?’ Lees| suddenly panted out.

Magiere shook her head, not because she didn’t know, but rather that she didn’t want to think about it.
“Anundead,” shesighed. “That'sdl | felt, but worsethan any other . . . | could bardly stand it.”

“Not Li’kan,” Lees| said. “Inthelight . . . what was that misshapen serpent . . . horned snake. . .
whatever tried to swallow us?’

Magiere stared at him, baffled by what he said. Chap loped back into sight, coming up beside Wynn.



The dogged huffed once for “yes.”

Wynn's mouth tightened. “As| told you, Chaneisgone.”

Magiere turned back to Lees| in puzzlement.

“I didn’'t seeanythinginthelight,” she said.

Sgdile shook hishead. “1 saw nothing, just light too bright to look into.”

Lees | straightened, his swesting face gone blank.

“How you could missit?’ Heglared at everyonein disbdlief. “ 1t could ve swallowed the whole platform.
It had teeth instead of fangs, and rows of hornstaler than you, and scales all over itsface and snout. Its
coilswereturning dl over the cavern!”

“Coils?’ Magiere whispered.

She hadn’t seen a serpent’ s head—just the coilsin her waking dream, and the sense of an undead all
around her . . . within her.

“Don’t look at melikethat!” Lees| snapped. “1 know what | saw. Those coils were tdler than two men .
.. maybethree!”

“No,” Magiere said. “I didn't see—"

“Fay?” Wynn whispered.

Magiere sared dumbly at the sage.

Wynn knelt beside Chap, looking into his eyes. “He says he sensed aFay. Not dl of them together, as
when they cometo him. Just oneaone. .. cold. .. maicious.”

“It was an undead!” Magiere snapped.

Wynn ignored her and frowned at Leesil. “Y ou couldn’'t have seen . . . what you say. Maybe you heard
or read something and the shadows played tricks on you.”

“No!” Lees| snapped. “We were practicaly blinded, there was so much light.”

Magiere was s0 tired, she didn’t care anymore what anyone had seen.

Wynn shook her head a Leesl. “I can only guess, but it isnot redl— only amyth. Evenless, just a
metaphyscd emblem, a wéurm or—"

“What are you babbling about now?’ Lees| growled.

“It is Numanese, my language,” Wynn growled back, “for atype of dragon.”

Chap snarled and lunged between dl of them.

Wynn flinched. “ Stop shouting at me! We heard you thefirst time—a Fay!”

The sage' s anger vanished when she spotted blood-matted fur on his neck, and she reached for him.
Sgdile sangry voice startled Magiere. “ Enough talk! We must bar the doorg!”

She turned wesarily dong thetilted beam to grab its other end. But Chap’sand Lees|’ sclaims of what
they’ d experienced below—what either had seen or felt—ate at her.

One had sensed a Fay, and the other had seen adragon, while she had felt the presence of an undead.
It was nonsense, nothing but the madness of this place. Leesi| and Chap were wrong.

Magiere called the last dregs of her strength and hoisted the iron beam’ s grounded end.

“Someone comes,” Danvarfij whispered and notched an arrow to her bowstring.

“Wait,” Hkuan’ duv warned in ahushed voice and belly-crawled a short way out from thewall.

His companion was having difficulty breathing the frozen night air, but they had to retain their vigil. Inthe
moonlight, he saw thetall, auburn-haired man dip out of the castle gates and trudge across the snow. But
he was done.

Hkuan' duv waited, but neither the man’s white-templed companion nor their robed followers came out.
The man kept on with two bulky packs over his shoulders and alarge folded canvasin hisarms. He
paused to look back.

Hkuan’ duv |et the hood of hiswhite-covered cloak drop low and peered under its edge, watching.

The man closed his eyes, sagging where he stood. He looked lost and defested when he gazed listlessly
about the white plain. The man turned and pushed on, never looking back again.

“Should | fire?” Danvéarfij whispered.

Hkuan' duv considered having Danvérfij bring the man down. But they would have to move into the open
to retrieve him, risking exposure, and then hide abody once they had finished questioning him.



Only the artifact, and dedling with Magiere, mattered to Hkuan' duv.
“Heisnothing to us,” he whispered to Danvafij. “Let him go.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Magiere explored the castl€ s near reaches with Lees| and Chap, while Wynn tended to Sgéile and Osha
inthelibrary. They had dl agreed to wait out the night and return to camp after dawn, but their efforts
quickly became pointless.

They found no beds, blankets, kitchens, or sculleries. Either no furnishings had been brought to fill this
place, or they had long ago decayed and been cleared away. They gave up and returned to the library,
finding Oshaawake.

Asthey entered, Wynn went gtill for amoment asif listening. “ Since you did not find anything, Chap says
we should move to the study that he and | first occupied. Though smal, thereisaheat source there.”
Magiere nodded and heaved up the orb. “All right.”

Sgéile and Leesi| supported Oshaas Chap led them through the varied passagesto atiny room. Neither
Chap nor Wynn understood anything about the floor brazier filled with glowing fis-sized crystass, but
Magieredidn’t care. Without fuel for afire or aplaceto burnit, any heat waswelcome. The castle had
grown colder asthe night stretched on, and they had all dept in worse places.

Thenagan. ..

Not with madness written upon wallsin an undead' sfluids. Not with an ancient undead, perhaps
impossibleto kill, locked in the depths beneath them.

Doubts nibbled at Magiere. More so as she set the orb with its deceptive spike in the study’ s back
corner. Still far too closefor her peace of mind.

“Will Oshabedl right?’ she asked.

“I believe s0,” Wynn answered. “And Chap’s neck appearsto be hedling.”

Magiere ran her hand over the dog’ s head. She hadn’t forgotten Chap’s claim that he' d sensed aFay in
the cavern. It was harder to dismissthan Leesil’ s claim from haf-shadows glimpsed within the orb’s
glare. Then again, she’' d seen coilsin her dreams.

“Sgéile swound isthewordst,” Lees| said. “He may have chipped his collarbone, but | dressed it aswell
asl can.”

“Atleast we'redl dive,” Magiere said, but didn’t add for now.

Whatever had led her here and toyed with Li’ kén—and by whatever name anyone caled it—their three
Separate perceptions of what had come to the cavern didn’t match up.

Undead. Fay. Dragon.

Magiere didn’t want to know the answer to that puzzle. She didn’t like thinking that the voice Chap had
heard in Li’k&n’ s mind was the same one in her own dreams. And when shelooked &t the orbin the
corner, shedidn’t even want to Stay in thisroom.

In another life, another time, could she have been just like Li’ kan?

“I need privacy,” she muttered. With her dagger and fachion, she shoveled in thefloor brazier, pincered
aglowing crystal between the blades, and headed for the door. She paused there, looking to Leesl.
“Areyou coming?’ she asked.

He picked up their coatsto follow.

“Stay within calling distance,” Sgéile advised.

Magiere headed for the closest opening aong the corridor’ swall. The door was long gone, and she
stepped into a bare room, dropping the hot crystal in the rear corner. Leesil laid out one coat near it and
began stripping off his hauberk. Magiere considered stopping him.

Shedidn’t want him dropping hisguard in this place. But by the time she finished second-guessng, he'd
aready dumped tiredly against thewall and reached out for her.

Magiere knelt down and collapsed againgt his chest. Lees| pulled the other coat over both of them as she
shivered, but not from the cold.

Many pieces of an ancient mystery had been unearthed in the last half year. The few that made any sense
suggested that this“ night voice’— i’ Samar—had planned her birth. Welstiel hadn’t seemed to know
even that much, and certainly not that she’ d been made to master ahorde of undead and serve as generd
for the return of an ancient enemy.



But it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be pushed onto any path but the one she chose.

And asto therest, al the fragments of the Forgotten they’ d sscumbled onto, which Wynn's sages so
desperately wanted . . .

“I know what | saw,” Leesil whispered. “Maybe it wasn't real. | mean, wasn't redly there. . . but |
couldn’t have come up with that out of pure fancy.”

Magieretilted her face up. “1 believe you, but something isn't right, especialy about Chap’sclaim.”
“I'msick of ital,” hewhispered and closed hisarmstightly around her.

Magiere closed her eyesand just listened to Leesl’sdow sigh, fedling his chest rise and fall benesth her
cheek.

Lees| was adifferent story. His birth and training had been planned by dissidents among the Anmaglahk,
so that he might fight this coming “enemy” that Most Aged Father feared. Even the an’ Croan ancestor
spirits had tried to enforce his destiny.

Unlike her, Lees| refused to even talk about it—but denia wouldn’t help.

No one could avoid something they wouldn't acknowledge. That was no better than railsing one' seyesto
the sky and denying that achasm lay but afew steps ahead in the path. Leesi| had to recognize the forced
destiny that others weretrying to presson him. If not, it might take him anyway in his blindness. At some
point, Magiere had to make him seethis, if they wereto have any chance at dl in going their own way.
But for tonight, he’ d been through enough—they dl had.

Theroom was empty but for ahigh window bardly within reach of the hot crystdl’ s glow. Thelight of
LeesI’samulet had faded the moment they barred the library doorsto the tunndl. Li’ kan's shadow
animals never regppeared, asif their presence depended upon hers, or upon the white undead’ s
awareness and focus.

Magiere wondered if some unnatural barrier existed between castle and cavern. How e se could this
place remain so cold resting above that misty chasm of heat?

How long had it been since she and Leesi| had had a moment aone?

“I've been thinking,” he said suddenly.

Shetilted her head back. “ About what?”

“Once we get home, we might add Wynn's herb and lentil stew to the menu . . . maybe her flatbread to
serve with the fish chowder. We |l have to move the Faro table closer to the hearth by next autumn. It’'s
too cold by the front window—"

“What?’" Magiere grouched, playing along. “We re not blocking half the patrons from getting near the
fire”

“They can st down and play ahand,” he countered. “How elseam | going to earn any winnings come
winter?’

Magiere closed her eyes, listening to him prattle and imagining home and hearth on nights where the most
vexing question was what to offer patronsfor dinner and why the latest de shipment was late. She
dipped an arm behind Lees I’ swaist beneath their cloaks.

The headless bodies of undead till lay in the stairway chamber. Below them in the depths, that ancient
white thing till waited, though imprisoned in solitude. And its master had somehow wormed into
Magiere' sdreams.

But dl Lees| wanted wasto hold her and talk of their tavern—their home—as if nothing had happened at
dl.

And shelet him.

Wynn finished checking Sgéil€ s dressing, though he grew impatient with her ministrations. The wound
was clean, but she still suspected Welstidl’ s blade had chipped his collarbone.

“No lasting muscle damage . . . | would guess,” she said, “but it will take sometimeto hedl.”
Oshaleaned againgt the wall. She had cut off the hem of her elven tunic and used it to bandage his head,
but she could do nothing for hispain. At least he was awake and dert, and thiswas agood sign. Chap's
neck was hedling, though she worried about infection, considering he had been deeply bitten by two
walking corpses.

Sgéilelooked directly into Wynn'sface.



“I thank you,” he said.

She rocked back from kneesto her heelsand sighed. “1 wish | had salve. If we were back at the guild, |
could make a poultice againg infection.”

Sgéile shook his head. “Do not be concerned. It isaclean wound.”

She expected a harsh reprimand for running off and getting lost in the night, but Sgéile leaned his head
back againgt the wall and closed his eyes. Perhaps he was just too tired to bother.

Wynn got up and went to the doorway, peering aong the dark halway. A low orange glow spilled from
the next doorway ten paces away. She glanced back to Osha

“Yourest,” shetold him. “I want to check on Magiereand Leesll.”

He started to get up. “Y ou cannot go aone.”

Strangely, Sgéile did not even stir. Wynn went to push Osha back down. He did not resist but began to
argue again.

“Wynn—

“Chap will come with me—now rest!”

By the time she reached the door, her ssomach rolled dightly.

We should leave Magiere and Leesi| in peace.

She looked down to find Chap on her hedls. “I know.”

Where do you think you are going?

Wynn sighed in exasperation. “I cannot leave here without more answers.”

She pulled out her cold lamp crystal, rubbed it sharply, and headed off the other way along the corridor.
Chap trotted out ahead and stopped in her way.

“Do not tell me you have not thought the same,” she whispered. “We cannot |eave without knowing what
might lie within reach in the library! Who e se here, besides me, could find anything of importancein that
place?’

Chap’sjowlswrinkled, but hefinaly turned about and headed down the corridor.

We cannot spend all night searching . . . and you cannot carry much more when we |leave, so be
judiciousin your choices.

“Domin Tilswith would never forgive meif | did not try to bring some of it back.”

With what? You do not have your pack, and | doubt the others will want to return here again
before we |eave these mountains.

“We are not the only oneswho came,” she answered, “and others brought packs and gear aswell.”
Chap dowed but did not stop as he glanced back at her with narrowed eyes. By the time they reached
the stairway chamber, Wynn knew he was fully aware of what she had in mind.

Black ichors covered the floor around four headless bodies. On their way to the study, Lees| and Sgéile
had tossed the heads off down the columned corridor, thinking it best to separate the heads from the
bodies. They had no lamp oil with which to cremate the corpses.

Wynn swalowed hard.

Well . .. get onwith it.

She shot Chap a seething glare and swallowed again.

Wynn hooked her boot under the headless corpse of asmal woman. The body was so heavy that she
struggled to roll it over. A crude, half-flattened fold of canvas was strapped to the corpse’ s back with
lengths of rope. She set aside her crystal as she knelt and pulled Magiere’ s old dagger.

She cut the canvas free, preserving as much rope as possible. Black fluids oozed from the stump of the
woman's neck when she jostled the body. Wynn turned her eyes away, but her gaze fixed upon the dark
robe and blue tabard. She tried not to imagine what had happened to these people when Welstid and
Chanefirgt found them.

Wynn pulled cut rope from under the corpse, and oily black fluids smeared over her fingers. Her somach
rolled.

Finish up!

Bileand dried fish welled in Wynn' sthroat.

“Bequiet!” she gasped and then gagged. “ Thisis bad enough without you in my head, making it worse!”



Chap grumbled and traipsed to another body, clawing it over onto its chest. He tore at its rope harness,
trying to pull more canvas free. Wynn closed her eyes but still shuddered as she wiped off her hands on
the body’ srobe.

When her eyes opened again, Chap stood before her with amouthful of canvas. He turned away for the
far passage in the chamber’ s corner. Wynn grabbed the crystal, rope, and canvas, and scurried after him.
Asthey stepped out into the library, the crysta’ s light spilled over the ends of the tall sione casements.
Chap dropped his canvas by the corridor’ s arch, as did Wynn. But when she stepped between the
nearest shelves, she could not help ashiver of thrilled anticipation. She and Chap were done and
unobserved in aplace that would have taken years—or decades—for her guild to catalogue. But her
awe passed quickly when she remembered how dl this knowledge had cometo be here.

She was surrounded by decaying texts penned by ancient undeads, like Li’ kan.

Chap lifted hismuzzle, turning as he scanned the upper shelves.

Wynn felt overwhelmed by the task she faced. There was so much here, and this was only one row
among many, so how could she choose what was most important to take? Her ssomach rolled again.
Look first for languages you can read. Second for those you at least recognize. Focus mainly on
the books. Bound texts will be older, made with materials that later grew scarce.

“Yes” shesad, nodding. “But bookswill be the weakest, worn down with time. Pages might fal apart i
touched—unlike the scrolls that have been protected by their cases.”

Thisthought raised uncertainty. All this should have been done by her betters—the most skilled of
cathologers among her guild. She was barely ajourneyer, let done amaster or domin among that order
of sages. But she wasthe only one here.

And if you spot any mention of “ night voice” in any language, take that text over any others. . .
and those of tongues that appear to predate our current era, even if you cannot read them.
Trandation might be possible when—

“Could you make this any more daunting?’ Wynn asked.

Chap glanced up at her. Sorry.

She followed him deeper into the row asthey both peered among scroll cases, books, sheaves, and even
amall boxes by thelight of her crysdl.

And s0, while Magiere, Lees|, Sgéile, and Osharested unaware, Wynn hurried in her search, scanning
for anything that hinted at secrets of alost past.

Anything that might unlock the mystery of eventsthat had shattered the world so long ago.

Magiere stood on the castle’ sfront steps at dawn with large snowflakes drifting down from awhite sky.
They had fashioned amakeshift hammock for the orb with cut-up canvas and rope, and scavenged
leather as well from the baggage of arobed undead. With the latter, they rolled up two heated crystals
from the floor brazier. Though the leather smoldered and smoked abit, at least they needn’t worry about
dried dung for fires.

Wynn looked bleary-eyed and exhausted as she dragged out two canvas-wrapped bulks too heavy for
her tollift.

Magiere turned a suspicious glance toward Chap, and the dog quickly looked away. It wasn’t hard to
guess what the two had been up to while the rest of them dept. Still, what € se could she expect?

The library contained so much more than Wynn's selected burden. Who else might ever find this castle
again, anytime soon? Perhgps what the sage had gathered would uncover something worthwhile,
Magiere |looked out across the white courtyard to the iron gates. One still stood gjar where she'd Ift it.
The prospect of another journey weighed her down, but it was better than staying here even one more
day.

She and Leesi| had whigpered far into the night, turning from hopesfor the future to planning their route
home. They had no maps, but aslong asthey traveled due west, they should emerge somewhere over the
Everfen, the vast swamplands south of Droevinka. From there, they could head northwest toward the
coadt, skirting the swampland’ s northern edge.

Lees thought if they stayed dong Droevinka s southern border, they could pass into southern Belaski
without hindrance, but Magiere had her doubts. If Droevinka s noble houses were gtill warring over who



would put their own on the throne of the Grand Prince, no corner of her homeland was safe. Outsiders
might be cut down by any side as a potentid threat—or just for convenience.

And though desperate for word of Aunt Bigja, Magiere knew her home village of Chemestik wastoo far
off any sure path.

Lees| had left Bigamoney and aletter in the hope that she' d head for Miiska. Aunt Bigawas as
stubborn as any woman in Magiere sline, but she was no foal.

Magiere sighed, tired of worrying. Once they reached Miiska, Wynn could send word to Domin Tilswith
in Bela, and Magiere would find some way to track Biga, if her aunt was't waiting there. Then they
could al rest in peace while deciding how best to safdly ddliver the orb in the hands of the Guild of
Sagecraft.

Thewind picked up and snowflakes began to dant in their downward course.

“ Another blizzard brewing,” Lees| muttered.

“Yes” Sgaleagreed. “We must move quickly and reach camp.”

The two crouched, and each pulled one of the orb’s hammock loops over his shoulder. Leesi| dso
grabbed the rope ding holding the leather-wrapped fire crystals.

“Wynn, put your hood up,” Magiere said as she turned about to heave up one of the sage’ s bulky
bundles.

Wynn scowled but did as she was told, then suddenly dipped back through the castle€' s cracked doors.
“What are you doing?’ Magiere caled.

Wynn emerged once again, ssumbling awkwardly under the weight of a sheaf bound between mottled
iron sheets. Magiere remembered it Sitting on the study floor.

“Enough!” shesaid. “Y ou can't bring every parchment in the place.”

“Thismust come!” Wynningsted. “It may beajournd . . . written by the others who were once here
with Li’kan.”

Magiere didn’'t care for that idea and wondered what had happened to those others. Why had they |eft
Li’kén behind? And how had they managed to leave a dl, when the white undead had remained |eashed
by her hidden master through the centuries?

“Oh, giveittome” Magiere grumbled, taking the iron shesf.

She amost dropped the sudden weight, and Wynn gasped. Magiere managed to tuck it safely under one
am.

Oshaheaved up Wynn' s other bundle from the library. The young ef managed well for one who' d taken
aniron bar to the head. He frowned and spoke softly in Elvish to Sgéile.

“I know,” Sgéile answered.

“They haveritesto perform,” Wynn explained, “for the caste membersthat Li’ kan killed.”

Lees| frowned, glancing sdelong at her. “To campfirst . . . then we'll see how bad the westher gets”
Sgéile looked beyond the gates to the open plateau. “ Y es, our purpose comesfirg.”

Magiere headed down the steps and through the crusted snow toward the iron gates.

Hkuan' duv could barely bresthe by the time he heard voices. He and Danvérfij had sat vigils beforein
bad weether. But the thin air in temperatureswdll below freezing left him giff, even with histrainingin
controlling and conserving body heat. Snow wasfaling again, and the wind had picked up. He had
difficulty moving hisarms and legs as he crawled away from thewall for a better view of the gates.
“Sgéilshellleache and Osha”

Hkuan' duv glanced back at Danvérfij’ s whisper. Her face and lips were so pale. When he turned
forward, someone stepped through the gates, and he flattened in the snow.

Magiere led with a square bundle under one arm and alarger canvas bulk strapped to her back with
rope. Behind her came Léshil and Sgéilsheilleache, and something heavy swung in acanvas ding swinging
between them. The mgay-hi ranged nearby, and Osha came last with another canvas bundle like
Magiere s. When he took along step, the small human femae became visible, trudging beside him.
Hkuan' duv’ s gaze shifted quickly over the procession, skipping between the two canvas bundles and
whatever swung between L éshil and Sgéilsheilleache. More complications—he could not be certain who
carried the artifact.



“It appears she was successful,” he whispered.

“Dowetakeit?’ Danvarfij asked in aweak voice, though she gripped her bow firmly in hand.

“Not here,” he answered. “When they are farther from thisplace. . . and itsguardian.”

He did not see the white woman, but it was better to wait. He did not care to risk dealing with her again.
“Wewait until they areout of Sght,” he said.

When the procession had passed halfway across the white plain, he crawled back to Danvarfij.

Her tan face was drawn and pale, and beneath the cloak’ s hood, strands of her hair had turned brittle
with frogt. Her pupilswere smdll.

“Areyouwel?’ he asked.

“Of course,” she whispered.

He still opened his cloak and pulled her in againgt hisbody. She did not resist, and in truth he did not fedl
much better than she looked.

“Not long now,” he said.

Sheleaned againgt him in slence. By the time the procession reached the distant rocky dope, thefdling
snow had thickened and the wind was blowing harder.

“They cannot trave far inthis” he said. “They will remain a camp.”

Danvarfij said nothing as he got up. When shetried to do the same, the bow dipped from her fingers. It
sank in the fresh snow an ingtant before shefdll.

Hkuan' duv quickly dropped, rolling her over, and brushed clinging snow from her face.

Danvarfij eyes were closed. Her breathing was shdlow, barely leaking any vapor between her lips.

The wind sharpened as he disassembled her bow and stowed it behind his own back benegath his cloak.
When he hoisted her over his shoulder and took hisfirst step, hislegs shook. Thelong night had taken
more from him than he had redlized. He sumbled acrossthe white plain.

By the time he crested the rocky dope, he no longer heard Danvéarfij’ s breaths over the harsh wind. He
climbed down with one hand clawing for holds on the loose, cold stones.

With their purpose so close to an end, he should have left her behind and finished what they had
started—>but he could not. Perhaps he had grown too old in service, and his dedication now fatered. But
shewould never survive donein the coming storm.

And Hkuan'’ duv could not survive the loss of Danvafij.

Hetilted his head down and pressed onward. Even when he passed through the chute, he barely glanced
at Kurhkége' s snow-dusted corpse. When he reached their campsite, the tent was hdf-buried. Helaid
Danvarfij down to knock off the caked snow, then quickly pulled her inside and found the bag of dung.
He built asmoldering fire at the tent’s mouth, hoping it would keep going for awhile, and then crawled
beneath the layered cloaks beside Danvarfij. He pressed in againgt her, and between the smoky fire and
her closeness, ahint of warmth grew between them.

Hkuan' duv closed his eyesfor amoment, trying not to let exhaustion take him.

He opened them again and raised his head. He heard no wind, and it was dark ingde the tent. Danvérfij
shifted besde him.

“Wherearewe?” she murmured.

He crawled to the tent’ s opening. Snow pinned the tent’ s flap shut. He began digging to freeit, and then
emerged into aslent dark world covered in afresh blanket of snow.

The blizzard had passed. In exhaustion and the welcome warmth of Danvéarfij’ s body, he had falen
adeep. The day was gone.

Hkuan' duv crouched to find Danvarfij staring out of the tent. Her wide eyes mirrored his panic.

“Stay herel” he ordered, and he hurried out through the drifts.

When he reached a vantage point, and saw the canvas-covered depression, he knew he wastoo late.
No light filtered out through the crusted fabric, and he closed quickly, not bothering with stedth. Why
had they |eft the canvas behind?

He stepped forward, pulling the canvas back.

The bodies of Kurhkage and A’ harhk’ nis lay insde the stone depression. With their hands upon their
chests, Hkuan' duv did not need to look further.



Sygéilsheilleache had performed ritesfor their fallen brethren.

At least their spirits, if not their flesh, would return to their people and the ancestors. Without away to
bring home the bodies, the next choice would be to burn their remains and carry the ashes back. With no
way to accomplish even that much, Sgéilsheilleache had done the best he could for them.

Hkuan' duv crawled out of the depression to scan the craggy mountainside, but he found no hint of atrall
in the pure unbroken snow. The storm must have weakened after he fell adeep. His quarry had moved
on, their trall covered by the day’ slighter snowfal. He hurried back to his own camp to find Danvarfij
gathering their gear.

“I havelogt their trall,” he said flatly, crouching beside her.

She «till looked pae and drawn. Her hood down, her thick hair fell around her shoulders. Sheleaned on
her hands, closeto hisface.

“If they wish to ddliver the artifact in Belaski, they will head straight acrossthisrange, trying to reach the
western coast. Even if we cannot find them in these mountains, we can track them once they leave the
snowy heights. They must come out above the Everfen, and | know that region well.”

Hkuan' duv calmed &t her words.

“Of course,” heanswered. “Itisonly adeay.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Magierelost track of the days and nights as their suppliesrapidly dwindled. By the time they reached the
range’ swestern side, Chap spent nearly haf of each day hunting with Sgéile or Oshafor anything to est.
Roasting mice and squirrels ferreted from hibernation became the low point in their scant and meager
medls. But asthe air grew warmer and any snowfall becamerain in thefoothills, they fared alittle better
esch following day.

One day, spouts of light green wild grass appeared dong amuddy path. And then spring greeted them as
they stood upon a high crest looking down over the Everfen.

The marshlands stretched west beyond sight. Magiere began descending quickly, until Wynn took astep,
and her boot was sucked off in the degp mud. Leesi| helped retrieve it, as Wynn teetered on the other
foot, and then everyone trod more carefully.

Even when therain broke for a short spdll, the constant drip from the trees soaked them. But the air was
no longer frigid.

“If it was not so wet, | would leave my coat behind,” Wynn joked.

Magiere was glad to see her in better spirits. The journey down through sharp foothills had been grueling
for little Wynn. At one point, her limp was so severe that Sgéile suggested carrying her on his back.
Wynn adamantly refused, though Oshatook away her pack, dinging her heavy bundle of books over his
shoulder.

Sgdile had changed since the night he and Osha had placed the dead anmaglahk in the cave. Hewould
have preferred to cremate the bodies and carry their ashes home. But Magiere felt that something else
was troubling him. He' d become cautious in covering their trail whenever possible, and often |ooked
anxioudy back adong their way.

She asked him about his strange behavior, but he only said she read too much into his vigilance. Perhaps
thiswastrue, and in any case Magiere had other concerns.

Her dreams had ceased completedy—arelief on one hand, and yet disturbing on the other.

She never wanted to hear that hissing voice again, but fet thiswas only areprieve—it might come again.
And having reached the Everfen, they would soon haveto find away to crossit.

So far, they’ d found adequate solid ground, but Magiere had heard accounts of this region. Asthey
crossed its eastern end toward Droevinka, the dry idands and ridges would grow sparse, and then vanish
for leagues benegth the swvamps.

Sgdileled with Leesil, Chap trotting beside them, until the day grew late. Magiere wasn't sure why, but
Sgéile had become even more laconic than before, had been withdrawn and preoccupied sincethey’d
come out of thefoothills. She knew she' d never get an answer out of him and didn’t try.

Chap pulled up and barked once.

Lees| sumbled under the orb’ s swinging weight as Sgéile halted. “ Thereisadweling up ahead.”

“Who would live out here?’ Leesi| asked.

Wading through the last few yards of mucky water, they stepped up adry knoll to asmall, thatched
shack. Itshint of a garden had long gone fallow and an empty chicken coop rotted avay along itsside.
One soggy, aging willow tree stretched up over the roof.

Chap sniffed about the chicken coop as Leesil knocked on the door.

“Halo?’ hecaled hafheartedly.

Barely waiting for an answer, he shoved the door open, dragging Sgéile along as he entered. Magiere
followed and quickly covered her nose and mouth. A fetid stench filled the shack’ s one room.

“What isthat smell?” Wynn said.

Leed| pointed. “Over there”

Anold man lay in aramshackle bed benesth burlap blankets pulled to his chin. He was clearly deed, and
his sdlow skin had shriveled upon his face beneath thinned, straggly hair.

“He must have died heredone, in hisdeep,” Wynn said, gasping for air. “ A sad thing.”

Magiere guessed the man had been dead |ess than a moon, and she agreed—it would be sad to die
aone.



“Oh, thank goodness!” Wynn exclaimed.

Magiere spun about. The little sage looked upward in exhausted relief.

Burlap sacks hung from the rafters and down the walls to keep them free of excess moisture and
scavengers. One high shelf above the hearth held tin canisters and an unglazed clay jar. Wynn went
sraight for the hearth and began digging through the odds and ends. Her brow wrinkled as she inspected
ablackened iron pot.

“Norust that | can see,” shereported. “Let us hope there are oats and grains or dried peasin those
sacks.”

She set down the pot, grabbed the clay jar, and lifted itslid.

“Oh,” shegroaned asif finding alost treasure. “Honey . . . honey for biscuits!”

Lees| shook hishead. “ Just get some water boiling, while we find a better place for the owner to rest.”
Magiere looked over at the old man. “We d better scrap the bedding aswell.”

Though it felt wrong to invade a dead man’s home, no one balked at the prospect of deeping ingde and
egting something besdeswild game. Lees| and Sgéilerolled the old man up in his bedding and carried
him out back to bury him. Magiere shifted the orb to the back corner, then sat on the floor while Osha
played assstant to Wynn.

“Go look for rain barrels outside,” Wynn told him pointedly. “And do not bring swamp water inits
place”

A scowl spread down Osha'slong face. He looked thoroughly snubbed as he headed out the door, pot
in hand. After sometime, Sgéile and Lees| returned, but Sgéile hesitated in the doorway.

“I should scout the area,” he said. “ So we may choose afind path.”

“Forget it,” Lees| said, settling beside Magiere. “ Just rest, and we' Il do that in the morning.”

But when Magiere looked back, Sgéile was gone.

Most Aged Father lay deeply troubled in the bower of his great oak. Half amoon past, he had received
word from Hkuan' duv, the first in along while. But the report was worse than expected—beyond
displeasing.

Magiere had indeed acquired the artifact.

But A’ harhk’ nis and Kurhkége were dead, and Hkuan' duv and Danvérfij had lost her trail. The
Greimasy’ 8h and hisfavored student guessed at Magiere smost likely route and were in pursuit. There
had been no further word from Hkuan' duv, and Most Aged Father was |eft wondering. How did a
reckless human woman and her companions continue to elude two of his best anmaglahk?

Perhapsit was Sgéilsheilleache sintervention.

Not that Most Aged Father blamed him. He only held to his oath of guardianship and sense of honor.
No, the blame lay with the deceitful Brot’ an’ duivé—not the mided Sgéilsheilleache.

If Magiere reached these human “sages,” it would be harder to retrieve the artifact, and the
consequences could be dire. Something so ancient had no place in human hands.

Most Aged Father grew agitated in anticipation of better news.

A soft hum rosein the oak’ s heart-root surrounding his bower chamber, and he leaned back, closing his
gyesinrdief. Hkuan' duv had findly caled to report.

Father?

The voice threading through the oak into Most Aged Father’ s mind did not bear Hkuan' duv’ s cool
dispassion. Lyrica but strained, it made Most Aged Father’ sfrail heart quicken.

“Sgéilshellleache?’

A brief pausefollowed. He had not heard from Sgéilsheilleache since the ship had sailed from Ghoivne
Ajhghe.

Father, forgive my long silence . . . much has happened.

Most Aged Father’ sfirst ingtinct was to rebuke him for hislack of contact. His second was to order
Sgdilshellleache to seize the artifact and return. But thiswas a precarious Situation, and he heard pain and
doubt in Sgéilsheilleache s voice. Whatever had kept him from contact, the dilemmaclearly troubled him.
This anmaglahk was balanced on the edge of aknife. He needed reassurance.

“How do you fare, my son? Are you well?’



| amwell, Father. . . . Hisvoice broke off and then returned. | till travel with Léshil and the
humans. Brot’ an’ duivé felt they would fare better on our ship with an interpreter, and | have. . .
continued my guardianship. But so much has happened . . . now my thoughts turn circles.

In the mountain peaks, | found A’ harhk’ nis and Kurhkége dain. | could neither transport nor
burn their bodies. | could only ask that the ancestors reach out and guide their spirits home.
Another pause, and astrange edge filled Sgéilshellleache’ s words when he spoke again.

Do you have knowledge of their mission in that region?

Most Aged Father took his own moment of hesitation. He preferred not to lie outright to one of hisown.
“Y our newswill bring mourning to Crijhediche. My heart is heavy at their loss. Perhgps your brothers
tried to pass over the range and veered off. Kurhkége often coordinated efforts with Urhkarasiféin. They
had discussed plansto scout the Ylladon States for potential ways to complicate the Droevinkan civil
war. | will speak with Urhkarasiférin, as he may be ableto enlighten us.”

Yes, Father . Relief filled Sgéilsheilleache svoice. That would be appreciated.

“How doesyour journey fare?’

Magiere has succeeded . . . but a good distance remains before we can deliver her find to its
destination.

Most Aged Father stifled frustration.

Osha and | will travel onto Bela. | will contact you then, on the chance that one of our ships
might be near. If not, it will take us longer to return home.

“Ah yes, you have taken young Oshaas your student. | was surprised, but you often see promise and
potential where others do not. How goes histraining?’

He has faced harsh times but remains unwavering in duty and purpose. What he lacks in aptitude,
he counters with devotion. | believe, in the end, he may find a place of value among us.
Sgéilshellleache sounded glad to speak of caste matters and the everyday trials of tutelage. It reassured
Most Aged Father that he had taken the correct approach.

Sgdilsheilleache wasfiercdly loyd to the caste, but between Brot’ &n’ duivé and that half-dead human
woman, hefollowed a misguided path. Someone e se needed to step in and relieve him of his burden.

“| am pleased to hear you farewell, my son,” Most Aged Father said warmly. “ And what is your current
location?’

Our location?

“To gauge the days until you reach Bdla. . . and if possible, dispatch amilitary vessel to meet you.”

That would be most welcome, Father. We are southwest of the mountains below Droevinka . . . at
the inland end of what the humans call the Everfen.

“In the swamplands? That will not be pleasant going. How far in?’

Barely a morning' stravel due west. We wer e fortunate to find an empty dwelling and will pass
this one night in better comfort.

Most Aged Father could not extend his awareness beyond his peopl€e sforest. But he could fed asense
of place when one of his caste spoke to him through word-wood. In touching such to aliving tree, the
speaker’ s voice was dtered subtly by what the word-wood pressed against.

“And you cal mefrom awillow tree?’ hesad. “In the middle of that swvamp? Ah, ahardy treeitis”

He played thislittle game with afew of hisoldest or dearest children— to seeif Most Aged Father could
namethecaller'stree.

Yes, Father, you rarely miss. Another pausefollowed. It is so good to speak with you again.

“And with you, my son.”

| will contact you again when we reach Bela.

“I look forward to your return . . . and will do what | can to hastenit.”

In silence and in shadows, Father .

The connection faded.

Most Aged Father had put Sgéilsheilleache’ stroubled mind at ease, and this situation would soon be
over. Heclicked hisfingers againgt his bower, waiting along time, until another voice threaded through
the oak’ s wood.



Father, | fear that | have little—

“Wait, Hkuan' duv . . . and listen carefully.”

The next morning, Lees| had barely stepped outside to stretch when Sgéile called from around the
shack’sresr.

“Léshil ... Magiere. .. come!”

Magiere emerged behind Leesil, rubbing her eyes. “What’ s he yeling about?’

Lees| shrugged and walked off around the dwelling with Magiere on his hed's. When he saw Sgéile
holding up the edge of atarp, he stopped. Magiere nearly ssumbled over him.

Sgéile crouched beside a narrow longboat pulled up the knall. It looked sound and in good shape.
“Thismust be how the old man gained his supplies,” Sgéile said, far more chearful than he'd beenin
days, “which meansthere is a settlement somewhere within reach.”

Lees| glanced at Magiere.

Sheraised one eyebrow. “He' sinarare mood.”

When Sgéile had returned from his short evening scout the night before, his demeanor had atered
drastically. He d checked on the orb, nosed in on Wynn's cooking, and Leesi| could have sworn the
dour f dmost smiled at the aromarising from the blackened iron pot.

But in any case, the boat was awelcome sight. Lees| trotted forward to inspect it.

“Well, a settlement might not be so good,” hereplied. “Not if Droevinkaisturned upside downin acivil
war.”

“True enough,” Sgéile agreed. “Buit it is an opportunity to renew our supplies. . . and make the rest of
thejourney moretolerable.”

Lees| looked up at him. “Did you find aflask of rum you didn’t bother to share?’

“A flask of what?’

“Never mind.”

Magiere stood with folded arms, quietly looking over the boat.

Lees| knew her fedings were mixed. She was desperate to reach Miiska but not eager to pass through
her old homeland during a civil war—and neither was he, for that matter.

Wynn and Osha came around the side of the shack, erupting in excited chatter a the sight of the
longboat. Chap camelag, tail inthe air. Magiere just rolled her eyes at them. She gazed around the
marshes and cattails, moss-laden trees and murky green waters. Frogs croaked and enormous
dragonflies sailed past.

“Never thought I'd missthis country,” she said, “but after so long in those mountains. . .”

“Oh, we must be mad!” Leesi| returned with exaggerated drama.

Magiere half amiled at him as she headed back insde.

They had dl passed a pleasant night, and what remained of dinner, from flatbread and honey to
chickpeas and smoked-cured beef, was still welcome for breakfast. As they began gathering their gear,
Magiereretrieved the orb hersdlf.

Soon, everyone had coats or cloaks with wegpons strapped on. All their belongings were piled at the
knoll’ sedge as Leesil helped Sgéile dide the longboat into the murky weter.

“ Store goods both ends—better balance,” Osha suggested.

“| forgot the rest of theflatbread,” Wynn said and ran for the shack. “I will be right back.”

Sgéile spun the boat dowly, pulling itssidein againgt the knall. Leesi| grabbed the pack Oshaheld out
and tucked it in the bow.

“Magiere. .. 7 Wynn called out.

Lees| looked up.

Thelittle sage stood at the shack’ s corner just beyond the half-collapsed chicken coop, and then she
backed up without turning.

“Sgéilel” Wynn shouted.

Chap bolted toward her as Leesi| took off past Magiere. He grabbed Wynn, afreed iletto aready
hidden in his hand, and pulled her back. Magiere raced around him to the shack’ sfront, hand on her
fachion’shilt. Leesil saw the source of Wynn' swarning as Sgéile came into the open.



A man and awoman approached through the shallow water at the knoll’ snorth side. Leesil went rigid at
the 9ght of ther gray-green dttire.

Anmaglahk.

Both weatherworn, the woman held a shortbow drawn with an arrow nocked. But Leesil focused on the
man.

Cowl down, his hair was dmost white and cut short, standing up in unwashed bristles. Hisamber eyes
were flat and emotionless, and even trudging out of shin-deep water, his steps bardly |eft ripples. He
didn’t look down once, asif he'd never missed astep in hislife. His gray-green cloak wastied up, and
he held no weapon.

“Sgdle?’ Leesl sad, tearing his gaze away to glance a his companion.

Sgéile remained silent as the newcomers crested the knoll, stopping ten paces off. Then he nodded once
to the older mae.

“Gremasg’ &h.”

“I have apurpose from Most Aged Father,” the man said in perfect Belaskian, and histonewas as
emotionlessas hisgaze. “Y ou will turn both the artifact and the dark-haired human over to me.”
Magiereripped the falchion from its shegth, as the female anmaglahk turned the bow on her.

Hkuan' duv had not seen these humansthis close. It was unsettling.

Hedid not blink when Magiere pulled her weapon.

Somehow, her black hair with the strange red glints, her white face and dark eyes, made him fedl tainted.
The proximity of the shabby haf-blood, the deviant mgay-hi, and even the small woman in rolled-up
pants did not affect him the same way.

This half-dead thing with the defiant face and unnatural color sparked revulsion.

Most Aged Father had warned Hkuan' duv about her, ordered him to eliminate her.

In spite of hisdiscomfort at her close proximity, hewasrelieved to finaly revedl himsdlf to
Sgéilsheilleache and Osha, no longer skulking behind them. He had openly given his purpose, and it
superseded dl others. Thisentire matter was over.

Sgdilsheilleache stepped out and raised ashielding arm before Magiere.

“| do not understand,” he said in Elvish. “My oath of guardianship isnot completed . . . and cannot be
broken.”

“Theword of Father outweighsdl,” Hkuan' duv answered flatly.

“With respect, Greimasy' &h . . . nothing outweighs my oath.”

Hkuan' duv stared &t him.

Sgdilsheilleache was openly questioning the will of Most Aged Father and the needs of his caste and
people. Hkuan' duv studied him more closely, as Sgéilshellleache s gaze shifted wildly back and forth.
“We servel” Hkuan' duv snapped. “It isour place to put the hope and safety of our people above our
own concerns. Y ou will turn the artifact over a once!”

Sgéilsheilleache’ s eyes stopped shifting and locked upon Hkuan' duv.

Sgéile sstomach clenched.

In the night, Most Aged Father had spoken to him like a son, asked after Osha, and expressed relief at
the prospect of their homecoming. Now Hkuan' duv, one of the revered Greimasy' éh, had arrived by the
next dawn— demanding that Sgéile revoke guardianship and turn over the artifact . . . and Magiere?
Chap lunged out before Hkuan’ duv with athreatening snap.

The Greimasy' éh held hisground, but Danvérfij backed a step, visibly uncertain of turning her bow ona
majay-hi.

“Wait!” Léshil caled, and the dog pulled up short. “What' sthis about?’

“Hewill not listen to Sgéile,” Wynn whispered. “They want Magiere and the orb.”

Sgdile flinched as Magiere took a threatening step forward, trying to push past hisarm. He grabbed for
her, but she dapped his hand away. Sgéile shook his head sharply, holding up his open hand, and she
stopped.

“Relinquish the artifact,” Hkuan' duv repeated, and his eyes narrowed. “ Or | will takeit.”
Thetightnessin Sgéil€ s ssomach released.



Hkuan' duv could not relinquish his accepted purpose. And Sgéile would not bresk his guardianship—to
Magiere or her promise to the human sages. He stood opposed to two of hisown caste.

He dtilled his emotions and shook hishead dowly at Hkuan' duv.

“I ammy people,” he said in clear Belaskian, “their ways and the protection of them . . . and I will not
break a sacred oath!”

Lees| couldn’t follow anything said in Elvish, other than what Wynn had trandated in awhisper—and
one Elvish term.

Gremasy &h.

How had these two anmaglahk found them on the edge of the Everfen? He quickly calculated who he' d
have to take down first. Between a master anmaglahk and the woman with aloaded bow, it was even
odds which was more immediately dangerous.

Intruth, only Osha sloydties struck Lees| as uncertain. The young elf appeared confused and frightened
by what was playing out before him. Sgéile would never break hisword, and he' d proven that more than
once. But Lees| didn't truly understand the shifting authority in Anmaglahk hierarchy. Who would Osha
follow—histeacher and Sgéil€e s oath, or arevered master of his caste, sent by Most Aged Father?
Lees| shifted his eyesto the woman with the bow aimed at Magiere. It was clear which one he had to
take down firg.

Sgéile spoke afind reply, clear for dl to hear.

At the quick flick of thefemae ef’ seyes, Lees| sngpped his hand forward.

Her bowstring rel eased as the stiletto spun from his hand.

Sgdile shoved Magiere asde as Lees| pulled the catches on his punching blades. The arrow grazed
Magiere'sarm and flew out into the swamp. The woman crouched swiftly, and the stiletto passed
harmlesdy above her.

Lees| pulled both winged blades as she came up.

She never paused. By thetime he' d readied his blades, she' d notched a second arrow. Chap charged as
the woman pulled back the bowstring.

Sgdile dipped into the master anmaglahk’ s path, bone knife in hand, and shouted, “ Osha, do not
interferel”

“No!” Wynn shouted. “ Stop, dl of you!”

No one listened to her.

Wynn'slate cry accomplished nothing, and her mind raced for away to stop this confrontation. But
Chap did not even dow in his attack.

He snarled savagdly, but the female anmaglahk changed tactics before he closed. She hopped, folding
her legs an instant before he snapped at her knee. One foot lashed down and struck the side of his head.
Chap’ smuzzle bit into wet earth as he twisted of f hisfeet.

Wynn flinched, stunned that any df would strike amgjay-hi.

Magiere came back from Sgéile' s hard shove as Leesi| went at the e ven woman with both winged
blades.

Oshajerked Wynn back, pinning her to the shack’ s side. But she saw his stricken profile as he watched
Sgéile and the Greimasg' 8h in horror.

They dashed and feinted so fast that each time Wynn flinched another strike was dready in motion. She
counted half a dozen attacks. What would happen if one of them spilled the other’ s blood?

“Stop them!” she shouted at Osha. “Y ou must do something!”

Magiere rounded the older f’ sflank, cocking her fachion in adouble grip. Oshablocked Wynn with his
body, asif hedidn’t know what elseto do.

Thefemae anmaglahk ducked LeesI’ sfirgt strike as Chap hauled himsaif up.

A diletto gppeared in the woman’ s hand as she whirled and dashed for Lees|’ sface.

Magiere’ s mind went blank as the woman kicked Chap’ s head and the dog went down hard in the wet
sod. Rage wdlled up ingde Magiere.

Daylight burned in her widening sight. Her eyeteeth grew, her fingernails hardened, and then she saw
Lees| charge thewoman. Thelast of her wits turned her toward the mae df, hoping Leesil and Chap



could ded with the woman.

The master anmaglahk was the worst threat before Magiere. When reason overrode rage, she went at
him, but she caught onelast glimpse of Leesl.

The dven woman whirled away from his blade’ s reach and dipped behind hisfirst dash. Thetip of her
gtiletto diced down Lees|’ s cheek to the corner of his mouth.

“No!” Magieretried to snarl, but the word durred.

Blood spattered from Leesil’ sface as he twisted his head aside.

Magiere veered around Sgéile and the Greimasg' 8h, charging at the elven woman. Chap struggled up as
the female elf came about.

The woman fdtered at the sght of Magiere and hissed something in Elvish.

Magiere ground her rear hedl in the sod. Chap dodged out of the way as she brought the falchion down
with both hands.

The woman vanished, and Magiere' sfachion only split wet earth. Her knees buckled suddenly, and her
feet ripped from under her.

Magiere dammed down on her back, driving agrunt between her teeth. She saw the female anmaglahk
risefrom alow spin, bow tossed aside, and a blade appeared in each hand. Magiere rolled avay to one
knee, whipping the falchion around to shied hersdlf.

Lees| flashed into view as he legped over Magiere' s head and landed in front of the woman.

Blood trailed down the side of hisface, spreading into his mouth. Magiere could see that hewasn't
moving fast enough as the woman shifted for hisflank.

Panic overran rage as Magiere pushed off to her feet.

Chap rounded Magiere sfar sde, trying to flank the female anmaglahk.

In the span of afew blinks, the woman had wounded L eesil and put Magiere down. Leesl| fatered as
blood ran into the corner of hisright eye, and Magiere would not closeintime.

Chap’ s head ached, but he charged low at the woman'’ s legs rather than leap to take her down. She
would either dodge or smply dash at him, but he had no other choice to keep her off his companionsfor
amoment.

Leesil tried to strike, and the woman twisted away. He turned his head and seemed to lose sight of her
with blood smeared in his eye. The woman wormed insde his guard, driving astiletto up.

Chap dammed headfirst into her |eft leg.

Syéile cleared hismind of dl thoughts, even his oath of guardianship. He let slencefill him and clear awvay
digtraction.

Hkuan' duv lashed forward with his curved bone knife,

Sgéile spun low, sweeping with hisleg, but Hkuan' duv hopped sidewise as Sgéile barely achieved his
crouch. Before the Greimasy' 8h' s feet touched earth, Sgéile was up again, but he did not close on the
measter among his caste. He stood his ground, maintaining a defensive posture. He knew he could not win
on pure skill againgt Hkuan' duv’ s experience and skills.

Hkuan’ duv charged again, and hislunging foot did forward aong the ground.

Sgdiletook awide step left, folding histrailing leg, and kicked down at Hkuan' duv’ sface. The
Greimasg' 8h hit the ground in astraddle and dapped Sgéile sfoot aside without pause. Sgéile swung that
foot back, trying to pivot on the other one.

Hetwisted with both dtilettos inward, shielding his abdomen. Hkuan’ duv smply leaned out in hisstraddle
and hooked Sgéile’ s grounded foot with hisfree hand.

Sgdile could not get his other foot down, and the Greimasgy’ 8h' s tab came an ingtant later than
anticipated.

As Sgéile began to topple, atiletto sank to the hilt in the side of his chest.

He choked, not out of pain or even fear of death, but from shame at failure in his oath.

He dashed out with his bone knife just before hisback hit the earth. The impact drove the remaining
breeth from hislungs.

Sgéilefdt blood choking him from within and could not bresthe. All he could do wasrall his heed,
searching for his opponent. Hkuan' duv had frozen, staring back in startled denia—and hisfree hand was



clamped about his own throat.

Blood welled between hisfingers.

Sgdile watched asif through someone dse' s eyes as Hkuan' duv fell over. The Greimasy' éh crumpled
limp upon the wet sod.

Sgéile heard Osha' s cry, and then blood welled in histhroat, filling his mouth.

The world was aready dark when Sgéile closed hiseyes.

Wynn shuddered as Osha shouted, “ Jedin!”

Thefemdedf froze and half-turned.

“Sgdle” Lees| yeled.

Magiere charged the e ven woman but never reached her target. Chap dammed into the woman' slegs
and both tumbled down the knoll. They hit the water and thrashed free of each other.

Wynn shoved Osha sarm aside, and ran out in the middle of them, screaming, “No more!”

The elven woman stood shin-deep in the murky water as she saw her falen comrade. Oshareached
Sygéile before Leesi| and dropped to his knees beside his teacher. Magiere turned, ready to lunge
downd ope a the even woman.

Wynn grabbed Magiere' s sword arm with both hands, not knowing what else to do. Before she shouted
another word, Osha svoicerosein Elvish.

“Isthisthe way of our caste?’ he cried, pointing to the Greimasy’ éh as he gripped Sgéile s«till form. “Is
thiswhat Most Aged Father would want?’

The even woman' s blank gaze dipped from her fallen companion—but not to Osha. She glared at
Wynn—and hatred overran her shock. She turned that hate on Magiere as she backed farther into the
water.

“Kill her!” Magiere snapped. “ Bring her down, Chap!”

Chap stalked after the woman, paws hammering through murky water.

“No!” Wynn shouted.

“Get off of me,” Magiere snarled, and tried to shove Wynn away.

Wynn dipped her asamstightly around Magiere swaist and hung on with al her weight. “ Chap, let her
go!” shecalled.

She will tell her kind wherewe are! | will not allow this!

“They found us—they dready know!” Wynn shouted back. “More killing will not change that!”

Chap dowed to ahalt but did not turn. His whole body appeared to shake under his rumble.

Wynn saw horror spread over the elven woman'sface.

The femae anmaglahk shook her head oncein denid or dishdlief as she stared off toward the
Greimagy &' slimp form.

“Go!” Oshashouted, and hisvoice brokein pain. “ Tell Father that the Greimasg’' 8hisdead . . . because
he demanded Sgéilshellleache break his oath of guardianship . . . break with our peopl€’ s own ways!”
Osha choked out these words as Magiere ceased struggling, and Wynn turned her head to look at the
young df.

Oshaand Leesi| knelt to either Side of Sgéile. But as Lees| took Sgéile sfacein hishands, Oshareded,
hanging his head over histeacher.

“Sgéile?’ Leedl hissed. “Sgéile. . . look a mel”

Sgéile did not move, and Wynn stopped breathing.

“Tell Most Aged Father . .. ,” Oshawent on with head bowed, hisvoice turning steedy and low, “tell
him how we spilled the blood of our own . . . and see what isleft for us because of it!”

He swung his downcast head toward the elven woman but only raised hiseyesto her. Therewas
something on hisface that Wynn had never seen there before.

Pure and naive, desperately longing to be Anmaglahk, Osha had never shown hate to anyone. But that
was how he looked at the woman of his own caste and people.

“I will carefor them both,” he said to her. “Go, and wash your hands of our own blood . . . if you can!”
The woman turned and fled.

Chap made one lungeto follow but pursued no farther. Magiere lurched toward the knoll’ s shallow



dope, dragging Wynn hafway before stopping.

“Let her go,” Leesl sad. “It'sover.”

Wynn let go of Magiere and ran to crouch beside Osha

Sgéile seyeswere closed. Blood seeped from his dack mouth over Leesl’shands. A gtiletto was buried
toitshiltinthe Sde of Sgéle s chest. Wynn put her hand on him.

“Sgéilsheilleache,” she whispered.

Oshda sarmswrapped around her, pulling her away. She fdlt histight, rigid body against her back as she
watched Sgéile sface for any flutter of eydid.

Lees| jerked the dtiletto out, cagting it blindly into the marsh. The gash on hisface dripped blood off his
chin. Like red tears, they struck the dank ground and vanished.

Wynn wished Sgéile would berate her for foolishness—just once more.

Lees| sat numbly within the shack, ignoring Wynn dabbing the blood from hisface.

Sgéile was gone. So superdtitious and stubborn, with adl hisblind faith in spirits and codes and customs. .
. hewas worth so much more than his oath of guardianship.

Leesl’swound wasn't deep, but with nothing to fully closeit, Wynn could only wrap hishead ina
bandage from another shredded shirt. The wound would |leave amarked scar, but she said he would
suffer no permanent damage.

At least not in flesh, and he cared little about scars.

One more meant nothing, though this one would be prominent compared to the faded marks that

Ratboy’ sfingernails had |eft on hisjaw. By the time Wynn finished, Lees | heard someone hacking at
wood outside of the shack.

He pushed Wynn's hands away and stepped out beneath a clouded sky.

Chap sat out front, still watching where the el ven woman had run off. The dog turned as Leesil emerged
and headed silently toward the shack’ srear. Leesi| followed and found Magiere and Osha there.

They had dashed away at the underbrush until both were soaked to their elbows and knees from the wet
vegetation. In the cleared space’ s center, near the old man’ sfresh grave, lay Sgéile' s body and that of
the other anmaglahk. The two rested upon a pallet of the firewood taken from behind the shack.

“Y ou don’'t wish to bury them?’ Lees| asked.

Magiere began covering the bodies with brush. Osha halted but didn’t look at Leesl.

“We bring body home when can,” he said in broken Belaskian. “If cannot, then ashes.. . . and if not
ashes, then leave behind in hiding. But not bury.”

Oshahad cleaned their weapons and set these aside. Magiere halted suddenly, looking about with weary
eyes.

“Not enough wood,” she sighed. “Even green wood might hel p once the blaze gets going.”

She headed for the shack’ sfar rear corner and the willow rising above the structure. Before she could
take aswing with the falchion, Oshaseized her raised arm.

“No,” hewhispered and looked into the tree’ s branches. “ Find other . . . not thisone.”

Magiere nodded, though she frowned in puzzlement and glanced to L eesil.

He had no ideawhat had spurred Osha’ s strange request.

“I will find somelamp ail,” Wynn said, sartling Leesl.

He hadn’t even heard her approach, and turned as she headed away around the shack. Leesi| pulled one
winged blade, trying to find the driest reeds and brush.

When they’ d made the best pyre they could, Wynn returned and poured oil from an old jar. She held out
aburning brand taken from the stone hearth.

Oshashook hishead. “Not yet.”

Without knowing what to do, Lees| just stood with Magiere and Wynn as Chap settled beside them.
Oshaclosed hiseyes, speaking softly in Elvish.

“ Hkuan' duv gan’ Tréi’ éarnneach, Greimasg’ ah, d mé g aharean edlhasas na. . .”

Wynn began whispering in trandation.

“Blackened Sea of the Iron Shore clan, Shadow-Gripper, whose parents | do not know . . .”

“...ag us Sgéilsheilleache & Oshagairea gan’ Coilehkrotall . . .”



“. .. and Willow’s Shade born out of Sudden-Breeze' s Laugh of the Lichen Woodsclan. . .”

Leesl lifted hiseyes and |ooked to the sagging willow tree as Wynn continued.

“Mothers and Fathers of our people, seek them, siblings of the Anmaglahk and protectors of your
descendants, the an’ Créan—Those of the Blood . . .”

Lees|’smind filled with memories as Wynn went on.

“. .. Find their spirits and honor them, asthey have honored you in alife of aservice.”

It seemed s0 long ago. Leesi| had stood with Sgéile in the dark woods as they headed for the buria
ground of the ancestors. He' d asked about the strange an’ Créan obsession with seeking a second name
inthat place. Hewas only passing timein their brief pause to eat. And when he' d questioned Sgéile,
concerning his name supposedly given by these ghosts, Sgéile had never answered completely. But the
conversation now stuck in Leesl’smind.

“ S0 you had some other name before Sgéile?’ Leesil had asked.

“Sgélsheilleache,” he' d corrected. “1t means‘ In Willow Shade or Shadow.” ”

When Leesi| had pressed for more information concerning Sgéil€’ svision before his ancestors, al the
man had said was. . .

“Something far off, far fromthisland . . . in the shade of awillow.”

At the crackle of fire, Lees| lowered his eyesfrom the willow tree.

Smoke hillowed as oil-sparked flames fought to catch on wet wood. Oshatossed the brand he' d used to
light them atop the pyre and continued whispering the same words over and over.

“I cal, my voicefor theirs” Wynn softly trandated. “ Ancestors. . . take them home.”

Leesl tried not to think of . . .

Sgéile sown name-taking vison, hinting of when and where hewould die. . .

Or aghostly image of some other Leesil, standing in the ancestors clearing, cowled in the gray-green of
the Anmaglahk.

Leedl ... Léshil ... whosetaken name was L éshiarel aohk—Sorrow-Tear’ s Champion.

Visonswere lies, nothing more. Not fate. Not ever.

Magiere watched the flames fighting to consume their fuel. They needed to move on, and soon. She
didn’t trust that the one fleeing anmaglahk would ssimply give up. As much as she hated to ask, she did.
“How long?’

Osha breathed deeply and exhaled with an effort. “Until ashes.”

Magiere nodded and kept quiet. When Wynn looked at her sadly, she regretted saying anything at al.
Leesl gazed into the flames.

His brow wrinkled. His eyes narrowed and turned hard, like stones baked in the fire' s heat. The muscles
at the back of hisjaw bulged, and she heard the creak of |eather. His gloved hand closed in atight fist
and wouldn't release.

Magiere stepped behind him. She dipped her hands under his arms and around his chest, and rested her
chin upon his shoulder.

“InWillow's Shade,” Lees| murmured. “ That’ swhat Sgéile s name meant.”

One of his hands closed down hard on Magiere' sagaingt his chest— until her fingers ached—but she
didn't pull away.

“Wewon't forget him,” she whispered.



CHAPTER TWENTY -FOUR

Days of rowing carried them north through the worst of the Everfen. Although Magierewasn't sure, she
believed they were insde Droevinka s southern edge. Chemestik, her home village, was many leagues
away. But for much of thetrip, her thoughts drifted to Apudsat aswell.

Her mother’ s bones lay unattended in Ub&d' s cave near that abandoned village. Coming so close, and
not returning to retrieve Magdia s remains, weighed on Magiere. Even more so when shelooked &t the
two smdll jars Wynn had cleaned for Oshato bring home the ashes of Sgéile and the Greimasy' &h.

But Magiere kept dl thisto hersdlf.

They couldn’t linger in her homeland. Not when they carried the artifact from ancient times hidden away
benesth canvas.

They spokelittle dong the way, especidly Osha. His thoughts were on Sgéile, hislost teacher, or jedin.
Or was there more behind the new coldnessin his eyes?

The marshes grew shdlow and small idands denser, and it wastimeto travel on foot once more.
“Everyone keep your wits,” Leesi| cautioned, dragging the emptied boat up abank. “We don’'t want to
run into conscription squads, let done amilitary detachment.”

Oshalooked warily about. “I know some. . . of political here.”

Magiere glanced at him. His grammar hadn’t improved, but his vocabulary must have expanded, if he
grasped theword “ palitical.” Living day in and day out among humans had rubbed off on him, that and
Wynn's badgering that he keep practicing his Belaskian.

Oshaturned to the sage. “Which house. . . isrule now?’

Over the past days, Wynn had interacted the most with Osha, and this began to concern Magiere.
“What?" Wynn said, rising from her own thoughts. “Umm . . . probably the Antes, headed by Prince
Rodék, but thereis no telling who has power now—if anyone. News was scarce, and we have heard
nothing since leaving Soladran to crossinto the Elven Territories”

Magieretook the lead, watching al around as they moved on. If open fighting was till taking place, most
would be farther north between Enémusk and K éonsk—the home of the Antes house and the capital
city.

Growing up as a peasant, she knew little of her homeand' s history of interna struggles.

Divided among noble houses, each was headed by its own prince in abloodline claimed to be noble.
Most descended from peoples who' d migrated here or invaded thisterritory in the distant past. But al
acknowledged the rule of the Grand Prince—or claimed to.

Every nine years the conclave of the noble houses chose anew leader. Seemingly more democratic than
amonarchy, this practice had dso led to civil war more than once. During Magiere stimein Venjétz, and
then the even forests, she’ d learned how Most Aged Father had used the Anmaglahk to seed discord
within human nations. Whether the Anmaglahk had had ahand in this recent war was beyond her guess.
She wasn't even certain which houses were now vying for the throne.

“Keep your hood up,” shetold Osha.

He drew his brows together. His hood was up.

“Most people here have never seen an df,” Wynn explained.

Magiere dtill regretted |etting that femae anmaglahk run off. Osha had assured them that she would go
directly to Most Aged Father over the failure of her “purpose.” Magiere didn’'t understand what made
him o certain. At this point, she had little choice but to hope hewasright.

Dangling moss beards hung from the old trees thickening overhead, blotting out most of the ky. Evenin
spring, the air was chill and damp. Beneeth the scents of wet loam and wild foliage lingered athin odor of
decay and rot. They traveled through thisfor most of the afternoon.

“Isthat adwelling?’ Lees| said, and quickstepped up beside Magiere.

She had dready seeniit. “And there sancother . . . avillage, perhaps.”

Magiere counted about twenty dwellings, something like acommon house, and even what appeared to
be asmithy with smoke rising from its scavenged-stone chimney. All of it looked surprisingly well
maintained.



At the village s nearer edge, an old woman with two small children turned and saw them. Her expression
grew cautious, but not openly frightened, and Magiere guessed that the fighting had not reached thisfar
southesst.

“Hello,” Leesl| caled in alazy tone, and he smiled with aquick but exaggerated bow.

He could put people a ease no matter what he felt ingde. Magiere sometimes wished she possessed
such atalent.

Thewoman nervoudy haf-turned and caled into the smithy. “Cameron, you there?’

A barrel-chested bear of aman, with brown sweat-matted hair and alesther apron, stepped out, wiping
his hands on a scrap of burlap.

“What now, Mother?’

Then he spotted the strangers. He quickly tossed the burlap back inside and stepped in front of the old
woman and children. His gaze settled longest on Chap and Wynn, and his suspicion softened dightly.
Oshawaore his cloak loose with the hood up over hishair and ears, but he till looked far too tall.

“Can we purchase supper and anight in your common house?’ Lees| asked.

At theword “purchase,” Magiere set the bundled orb between her feet and swung her pack off to dig
ingde. It felt strange to take the purse out. How long since coin had been useful to them?

The enormous smith stepped a bit closer, till cautious.

“I am Cameron,” hesaid. “ThisisKatrina, our village elder.” Helooked a them in surprise. “Y ou came
fromthe Everfen?’

“WE re passing through on our way to Belaski,” Lees| answered, sidestepping the question. “ Can you
offer aroof for the night?’

“We can pay,” Magiere added, pouch in hand.

Coin wasn't common here, but was still useful for taxes or purchasesin the larger cities. Magiere
frowned. They had some slver among their gold, but little of it wasin smal coin. No penniesor groats,
and even shilswere a bit flashy in these backwoods.

“Comewith me,” Cameron said and turned down the path.

Asthey followed, Magiere noticed Osha hanging back, and she redized thiswas hisfirgt timein ahuman
settlement. Hopefully Wynn would keep an eye on him, but the large smithy didn’t seem to give much
notice. With the sage’ s knack for languages, she' d picked up some Droevinkan, but Osha spoke none at
dl.

Katrinareached the door first and opened it, shooing off more children who' d gathered at the sight of
strangers—most especidly to seethe large silver-gray dog.

“Off with you dl. Go on home!” she said, then stepped inside, waving for the gueststo follow. “Not
many passthisway, but | can find some oat-cakes and goat cheese.”

“That would befine,” Magiere answered. “Thank you.”

Chap trotted around, sniffing the floor. The place was dry, and a decent mud and stone hearth rested in
the back wall. Three rough-cut tables accompanied by stoolsfilled the room.

“We heard talk of fighting,” Wynn blurted out. “Isit safe to pass through?’

Abrupt as thiswas, Magiere watched Cameron, eager for hisanswer.

“No fighting here,” the smithy said in hisbaritone voice. “ But we hear things. . . it is bad north of here,
near the capitd . . . and hasbeen for along while.”

“What have you heard?’ Magiere asked.

“Bits and pieces, whenever our own go esewhere for trade. The Varénj accused the Antes of murdering
one of their barons. They demanded restitution, aswell as the surrender of those involved. Prince Rodék
denied knowledge of it. Rumors claim his brother accused the Véaran] of carrying out the deed
themselves. Fighting broke out inside the walls of Kéonsk, the capita. After that, we al kept out of the
way. We heard hundreds died thefirst day, not al of them soldiers. Thelast | heard, the Véranj had laid
siegeto Enémuisk.”

“What about Chemestik?” Magiere asked.

Cameron frowned. “1 think I’ ve heard of it. To the north, acrossthe Vudrask River, yes? |’ ve never
traveled that far. No one here has.”



“I havefamily there,” Magiere said, fighting to remain calm and steady. “Have you heard anything at al?’
The big smith shook hishead. “If it swhere| think, then it' swell within war’ sreach. Anyone with wits
would' ve run long ago or ended up dead . . . or conscripted.”

Magiere sfirg inginct was to bolt and keep running, to reach the capital and grab any barge or boat
headed for her village. Anything, at any cost, to make certain that Aunt Bigja had gotten out dive.
Lees| grabbed her hand. When she turned, her gaze landed on Wynn.

Thelittle sage leaned tiredly against Osha sside.

“What about a safe route?’ Lees | asked. “Wejust need to get through to Belaski.”

“Head west,” Cameron counseled. “Don’t veer north for at least Six days. Theforest isthick and the
roads are bad, but | doubt any house will have soldiersthat far out. It's mostly minor houses out there,
and they can’'t afford to be dragged in between the mgjor princes.”

Magiere breathed deeply. Common sense quelled some of her fear. Aunt Bigjacould bein Miiska
aready, long gone in the past season—Magiere had to believe that.

Oshareached hisarm around Wynn.

Magiere did not begrudge either of them a companion’s comfort. Far from it, but she worried about
something Brot' an had once told her. She had to speak with Wynn at the first opportunity.

“I'll go find that cheese for you,” Katrinasaid and dipped out.

Magiere turned back to Cameron. *“ Our thanks, and | hate to ask, but might you have a packhorse or
mule we can purchase?’

Beasts of burden were dear in thisland, but Cameron nodded.

“There san old horse I’ d planned to take to the next market fair. Long past his prime, but he'll do all
right . .. even asfar asBelaski. Might aswell sdl him to you asanyonedse”

Magiere handed Leesi| the pouch. “Would you take Chap and Oshato go see about the horse? Wynn
and | will settle our gear.”

Lees| raised one eyebrow at her. For one thing, she had just handed him al their money, relinquishing her
tightfisted waysto his openhanded ones. And two, she' d suggested he take Osha out into the village.
But in true Lees| fashion, he waved Osha aong and then smiled a Cameron. “Lead theway.”

The last thing Magiere wanted was to speak to Wynn alone about matters of the heart. But she had to.
Wynn was confused when Magiere sent Osha off with Leesi| and Chap, but not curious enough to ask
why. Shewastoo tired—in body, mind, and spirit.

Since Sgéil€ s death, she had been wrung out with exhaustion every day beneath the canopy of the
Droevinkan forest and its perpetual false dusk. Now al she could do wastry to comfort Osha, but the
pain of effort left her weary. She did not even want bread and cheese, only deep.

“Wynn...,” Magiere began, then fatered.

“What isit?” Wynn asked.

Magiere pulled out two stools a the nearest table. “ Sit with me awhile”

She ran ahand through her black hair as Wynn settled across from her. Twice Magiere opened her
mouth then closed it again, dark eyes blinking rapidly asif she had no ideahow to begin.
“Areyouinlovewith Osha?’ she asked suddenly.

Wynn flushed in embarrassed shock and sputtered, unable to get aword out.

“It' simportant,” Magiere said, and her voice grew firm. “Do you remember the night in Crijheéiche. . .
when Brot’ an tossed you and Chap out of the tree dwelling, so he could spesk privately with me?’
Wynn remembered quite clearly.

“Hetold me something about . . . about his people,” Magiere added, squirming upon the stoal. “When
they choose amate, it isfor life. If they lose that mate, they suffer. Some don’t recover—ever—and
someeven. .. it'spart of what they are. They are different fromus. . . humans.”

Wynn was dumbfounded, not even sure what Magiere wastrying to say. Then she remembered Osha' s
gpesking of hisfather, who had died young for an ef. His mother had not risen from her grief—and had
not lived her full span.

Wynn looked wide-eyed at Magiere. “What are you saying?’

“Leesl iseverything to me,” Magierewent on. “I’m sometimes afraid, thinking of what I’ ve doneto him,



and that he' d suffer if anything happened to me—but I’ll never leave him. | want to see hisface every day
of my lifeand just before | close my eyes each night. Can you say the same about Osha?’

Wynn swallowed and closed her eyes, findly catching Magiere s meaning.

She envisioned Osha s kind, long face. Then she thought of the days ahead, studying what texts she had
saved from the castle slibrary.

Osha sface changed to a pale and narrow one, with red-brown hair and eyes aimost colorless. Chane's
image faded as Wynn opened her eyes.

“I cannot,” shefindly whispered.

Magiere reached across the table, gently gripping Wynn's smal hand.

“Then don't give him fase hopes. | know you' d never hurt anyone on purpose, but you could harm him
justthesame. . . and far worse than you' d care to imagine.”

Magieretook along breath, asif what she’ d said cost more effort than trudging through the Everfen. She
released Wynn's hand and stood up.

“Let’sget our bedsready.”

Wynn'slegstrembled as she got up. “Magiere?’

“y o7

“Thank you.”

A day across the western Droevinkan border, well insde Belaski, Chap barked as he saw agood-sized
town ahead. Following Cameron’ s advice, they had kept due west without incident and only turned
northwest after six days. It took longer to work their way into familiar territory.

They had dl been surprised to find Belaskian cavadry patrolling the border—and then Chap redlized he
should have expected such with Droevinkain astate of civil war. But he and his companions passed
through easily after answering afew questions about their detination.

Now, findly, they were nearing their home. If they maintained their direction dong Belaski’ sinland roads,
they could gain the coast soon enough, perhaps six or seven daysin good westher.

He looked back at his companions, leading the old packhorse Wynn had named Aspen. Its coat wasa
mix of grays and browns, and Leesi| had lashed the covered orb and Wynn' s bundles of texts onto the
animd.

Everyone was much improved physicaly, and Chap’ srelief grew by the day. Since leaving Droevinkan
territory, they had been blessed by regular staysin villages and better food.

Wynn stumbled, eyes wide, and came running past him. “A town . . . an actual town!”

“Maybe we can buy horses,” Magiere suggested. “ And ride the rest of the way.”

“Not for dl the dead deities,” Lees| grouched. * After dl this, I'm not risking my neck on some haf-mad
bag of bones—not again.”

“Fine, we'll buy awagon,” Magiere snapped back, “ snce horses frighten you so much.”

Lees scoffed. “You' d never part with that much coin . . . not before you got us thrown out of the town
with your endless haggling and insults.”

Magiere dowed, and her voice dropped to grating growl. “What did you say?’

Oshaligtened with startled interest, plainly baffled at this couple who never tired of their little battles.
Chap shook his head and scurried after Wynn.

Would Magiere never learn when Lees| was baiting her, or that making her angry gave him athrill? But
Lees| only prodded Magiere when he was happy—and he was happy to be going home. And Magiere
only squabbled with him thisway when shefdt safe, for even amoment.

And they both believed they would stay within the SeaLion Tavern, findly returning to thelife they
wanted.

Chap wanted to believe it aswell.

But he could not—not since the wide cavern and chasm, when Magiere had mistakenly opened the orb.
He had spent the passing days since watching over his shoulder.

They entered abustling little town, and few townsfolk even looked their way. That in itsdlf was another
relief. People passed through the towns and cities of peaceful Belaski every day, and no one gave them
much notice.



“I need to find acourier,” Wynn said. “Or at least some place where the caravans stop. | want to send
word to Domin Tilswith now, and not wait until we reach Miiska.”

“Chap, go with her,” Lees| said. “Meet us at that stable up the way. One of uswill find an inn before you
get back.”

He grabbed Magiere swaist.

“Almost home,” shesaid tiredly, and Leesi| tucked hishead in closeto her.

Chap did not hear what was said, but Magiere turned a scowl on Leesl.

“Not until you' ve had abath,” she growled.

Lees| swatted her on the rump and took off before she snatched hold of him.

Wynn looked to Osha. He nodded to her, and she headed off.

Chap followed Wynn, wishing a heart that they could smply go home and stay there.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Magierefel slent as shewaked into Miiska.
She quickened her pace, not wanting to be seen by anyone they knew just yet, not until they reached the
SeaLion Tavern.
They’ d arrived from the south, so the tavern was just ahead beyond the trees. All she wanted wasto see
her home. By the time she reached the doping road’ s bottom, and stepped from the forest into the edge
of town, Leesi| had to jog to catch up with her. The others were left behind, but Chap bolted headlong
around Magiere, racing toward the dockside of Miiska.
And then shesaw it.
Lees|’ s hand-painted sign hung above the narrow door, and the whol e place |ooked so much the same,
asif she'd been away but afew days.
The Sea Lion—and Chap wasturning in pinwheels by the time Magiere squeezed the latch and shoved
the front door inward.
Everything ingde still looked brand new, from the polished bar to the two-sided hearth in the common
room’s center. Rashed' s sword hung above the hearth on the room’ s bar side, marking the tavern’s
rebirth from ashes. Beyond the bar’ sfar end, narrow stairs climbed to the second floor and bedrooms.
Lees| pushed around Magiere, casting his hungry eyes over everything. At first he couldn’t spesk any
more than could Magiere. Then he sighed as his gaze fixed on the corner beneath the front windows.
“My Faro tablel” he whispered.
Chap sueezed between their legs and made ahurried circuit around the hearth.
“Cdeb, you deaf old hog!”
Magiere sthroat tightened. The loud, gruff woman’s voice came from behind the kitchen's curtained
doorway.
“How many damn times have | told you—don't put onionsin the soup when Karliniscoming! Y ou know
he can't abide the taste!”
“I dready put hisserving asde,” came an answering shout from up the stairs. “L eave me be, woman!”
A stout form in an old purple dress and stained apron burst through the whipping kitchen curtain. She
turned, heading for the stairs like an irate captain hot after an errant soldier. But she halted halfway and
turned quickly about. She dmost dropped the long wooden spoon she wielded as shock washed away
theire on her round, wrinkled face.
“Aunt Biga” Magiere whispered.
Bigabarreled dong the bar and nearly cracked Magiere sribsin afierce embrace.
“My girl ... my girl!”
Her aunt’ shair smelled musky, and it took al Magiere s effort not to weep in overwhelming relief. Biga
had come, just as Lees| had inssted she would.
Magiere' saunt released her, and with tears on her gruff face, she spotted L eesil. Before he could duck,
she grabbed him aswdll.
“Ow,” he grunted. “Go easy! It's good to see you, too.”
Biga stepped back, wiping the back of her hand across her eyes, as Chap snuck out between table and
chair legs
“Ah, so the troublemaker is still with you.” Then she noticed Wynn and Oshain the doorway.
Magiere reached back, pulling Wynnin. “Auntie, these are friends. Thisis Wynn and that’'s Osha.”
Bigacrossed her arms, taking stock of thetal, hooded €f.
“Osha,” Lees| mumbled, “better keep your ears covered.”
Beijawhacked him in the gut with her spoon. “ Shut that mouth, imp.”
Then acommotion began on the sairway. “Leesl!”
Little Rose nearly flew down the gairs.
Caleb descended quickly behind the girl, and his eyeswidened at the newcomers. “Mistress Magiere?’
Roseran graight for Leesil and jumped a him. Leesil hooked her underarms and lifted her with an
exaggerated grunt.



“Y ou' re getting heavy!”

In truth, Rose had grown, and her mudlin dresslooked a bit small. Her auburn hair wasthick and
long—she was becoming quite pretty. Aside from her aunt’ s presence, thiswasthe first mark of just how
long Magiere had been gone. Little Rose ran her smdll fingers down the closed wound aong Leesl’s
cheek.

“What happened to your face?’

“Hercebattles” he said in ahaughty tone and hefted her higher. “I'll tell you stories at dinner.”

“No, you won't!” Magiere warned.

“Just the suitable ones,” he corrected.

Caleb joined them, hisback dightly bent, and he grasped Magiere’ s hand. “We come home, Migtress.”
She gripped his hand with another breath of relief at that one word—home.

“Domin Tilswith?” Wynn blurted out in surprise.

She pushed past everyone as Magiere spotted someone el se descending the sairs. He was dight-built
and slver-haired, and hisold gray robes sagged on him a bit.

Domin Tilswith stepped into the common room with asmirkish grin. His green eyes sparked a the sight
of hisapprentice.

“I received message.. . . cameright away.”

Wynn hurried to meet him, but they did not embrace. They only clagped hands with mutud smiles.
Oshadlill hung in the doorway with the two jars of ashesin hisarms. Helooked about in complete loss.
A pang of guilt hit Magiere for ignoring him, but Aunt Bigjaclosed on the young €f fird.

“Oh, | don't know where my girl keegpsfinding your kind,” she said and grabbed him roughly by thearm.
“Y ou best come have supper. No one that tall should be so skinny.”

Even an anmaglahk stood little chance against the will of Aunt Bigja. Oshaforgot to duck, and his
forehead smacked the top of the door frame.

Magiere clasped the back of Lees|’ s head, pulling hisface closg, little Rose ill in hisarms. She settled
her forehead againgt his and whispered.

“We rehome.”

Near midnight, Lees| finaly succeeded in sending Bigia, Caleb, and Rose off to bed. Osha settled the
jars of ashes atop the hearth.

Lees| didn't want the homecoming celebration to end, but Domin Tilswith had been “smiling” patiently dl
evening. The old master sage awaited amore serious discussion, particularly when Leesi| returned with
Magiere from unloading their packhorse, and Wynn had returned from taking Agpen to the loca stable.
They gathered in the kitchen around the canvas bundle on the prep table, and Magiere unwrapped the
orb.

Lees | suddenly wondered where any of them would even beginto tell their story.

Chap appeared to study Tilswith’ sface, which grew dour and puzzled as the old man leaned over the
artifact.

“Thiswhat Weldtiel sought . . . whereyou find?’

“Do you know what it iS?” Magiere asked bluntly.

“Whereyou find?’ the domin repested.

The old man’s Belaskian hadn’t improved any more than Osha s had, perhaps less. Magiere, Leesl, and
Wynn in turn each told him varied parts of their journey. Oshaonly listened, and Chap continued
watching Domin Tilswith.

Lees| wondered suspicioudly at the dog' s fixed attention. Hopefully Chap wasn't messing about in the
old man’s head.

Tilswith’s mouth opened dightly at Magiere smention of Li’ké&n, of the circlet that had removed the
spike, and of water droplets rushing madly toward the orb to vanish in its searing light. But Magiere never
mentioned their differing impressions of the presence that had risen in the cavern.

“EO, ag-léak!” Domin Tilswith sputtered in his own guttura tongue. “Wynn, what we done?’
Wynn'solive face flooded with darm. “ Do you know what it is? Where it came from?’

He shook his head, seeming suddenly older. “No. . . . But ismore than smpletool, even for it power.



The placefound. . . so guard and protect it was. And secret so long. May . . . be. . . we should left it
there”

Lees| flushed cold with disbelief. “ After all we ve been through? Sgéile died trying to hep usbring this
back! And you think we should ve left it?’

Domin Tilswith’' sforehead wrinkled. “I did not understand—"

“Y ou cannot safeguard this?” Osha asked abruptly.

Wynn turned her startled gaze to hisface.

Lees| followed her and found the young ef watching the domin as carefully as Chap was.

“Oghg, itisnot that . ..,” Wynn began. “1 am sure the domin meant—"

“I believed . . . your sages offer safeguard,” Oshacut in. “1 complete my teacher’ s guardianship because
you said sagesgive. . .”

He struggled amoment and finished in Elvish.

Wynn looked at Leesil.  Security. He thought the sages could provide security, and truly they can—"
“Not from Anmaglahk,” Oshasad flatly.

“What?' Lees| asked.

“Most Aged Father wishes much for thisthing,” Oshacontinued. “ So much, he set caste brother against
brother. He will not stop.”

“Welet that woman back in the swamps get away!” Lees| nearly shouted. “You said shewasn't a
danger anymore.”

“Danvarfij make no differencel” Oshasnapped back. “Her life, her death, no difference. Most Aged
Father send others. Two moons, not more, and he will send my caste.”

Oshaturned equa anger on Domin Tilswith.

“Sages cannot give. . . security from Anmaglahk. They scholars, not guardians. They die and my caste
taketheorb.”

Leesi| looked to Magierefor any support.

She stood leaning with her hands braced upon the kitchen table. Her eyeswent dark, and Leesl| felt asif
the floor had shifted suddenly under hisfest.

Magiere whirled away for the back door. She dapped it open with her palm, stormed out, and the door
swung shut behind her. Leesi| rushed after her.

When he stepped out, she was gone. He peered aong the back of the tavern and adjacent buildings, and
jogged to the tavern’s corner, looking about, and he still couldn’t spot her. When he turned back, he
caught aglimpse of whitein the forested neck of land behind the tavern that shot outward into the sea.
Magiere stood there, the deeves of her white shirt rustling in the sharp breeze.

Fresh st air blew againgt Leesi|’ sface as he wove through the birches and evergreens.

Magiere just stared out to seawith one hand over her mouth, asif too overwhelmed to breathe. She took
it away as she glanced at him, and he ached inside under her lost eyes.

“What arewe going to do?’ she whispered. “Tilswith would takeit if weasked him . . . but that’ slike
tossing fresh meat into a sheep’ s pen to draw in the wolves.”

Leesil wanted no more of this. They’ d been asked too much dready, and he

couldn’ t—wouldn’ t—struggle for an answer right now. He dipped hisarm around Magiere, gripping her
shoulder, and tucked his head next to hers until their cheeks met.

“Not now,” hesaid. “Wejust got home. . . | don’'t want to talk about orbs or sages or Anmaglahk. |
don’t want to think about any of thisl”

When helifted his head, that lost look faded from Magiere' seyes. She glared a him, her facefilled with
that familiar accusation for whenever hetook refugein denid.

“What do you want to talk about?’ she asked.

Helifted his hand to her cheek, fingers combing up into her black hair.

“Getting married.”

Five days|ater, and loaded with trepidation, Lees| followed Karlin Boigiesque to the newly constructed
dockside warehouse.

“Karlin. .. Magierethinksit' safineidea,” he grumbled, “but it'snot what | had in mind.”



“It' sthe only building intown that’ slarge enough,” Karlinindgsted. “You just wait, lad. You'll see”

The stout, bading baker with kind eyes was their closest friend in Miiska, and now chairman of the town
council. The previous summer, Leesi| had burned the town’ s main warehouse, trying to cover hishedsas
he and Brenden raced to save Magiere and escape atrio of vampires. Later, he and Magiere had earned
enough coinin Bafor its recongtruction.

Made of stout pine, from the outside it was impressve—for awarehouse. But it was hardly where Leesl|
had expected to be married. Magiere seemed satisfied with the idea, claiming they’ d comefull circle. But
at least the celebration afterward would take place in the Sea Lion.

“Go on, take apeek,” Karlin said, and did open one huge dockside door. “We had it cleared yesterday.
Arig, Geoffry, and Darien’ s mother worked on the rest all morning.”

Leesi| stepped around the baker and his jaw dropped. “Ah, dead deitiesin seven hdlls!”

“Watch your tongue,” Karlin admonished with achuckle. “ Thisis now a sacred place.”

The high bay doors used for loading the | ofts sat open, and afternoon light streamed in wide shaftsto the
floor. All the crates had been removed and only barrels lined the walls, but garlands and bushels of wild
blossoms and spring roses were carefully woven around them and up thewalls.

Clean mudlin sheets hung at the front in ahalf-moon backdrop. To either side of this stood alinen-draped
barrdl supporting adecorated white vase filled with roses. Dead center between them, before the
backdrop, stood asmall linen-draped table. Upon it waited three white candles, an incense stick and
brazier, and along, neetly coiled strip of white silk ribbon.

“That' swhere you'll stand for the ceremony,” Karlin said and dropped athick hand on Leesil’ s shoulder.
“Guedts start arriving soon . . . too late to run now, lad.”

Lees| bresthed the perfume from hundreds of flowers caught in the variegated light spilling into the wide
gpace. He couldn’'t wait for Magiereto join him.

Magiere hid in aback room of the warehouse. She' d relented to Aunt Bigd sinsstence that it be turned
into adressing area, but now doubted her decision.

Between Ariaand Bigarushing in and out with hot ironsto curl her hair, shefelt . . . exposed. But the
dressing orded finally ended, and Ariaand Bigawent off on some last-minute task. Magiere stepped in
front of the large oak-framed mirror in awel come moment of solitude.

She hardly recognized her own reflection.

Magiere possessed only one gown—of dark blue—which her mother had worn and |&ft to her. It fit her
well and offset her pale complexion. Before donning it, she had bathed and washed her hair; and she'd
alowed her femde " atendants’ to not only curl it but dso weavein bits of whitelilac.

“Beautiful!” someone proclaimed from the back door.

Magieretensed asif trapped, then turned to find Wynn staring at her with a soft smile.

“I don’'t know,” she said, scowling at hersdf inthe mirror. “1 look . . . strange.”

“Wal, you cannot be married in a hauberk and sword.”

“Why not?’

“Because Lees | will swoon when he seesyou,” Wynn answered and stepped in.

It was Magiere sturn to stare, for the little sage had been transformed aswell. Wynn had agreed to stand
as Magiere' s second during the ceremony.

Her wispy brown hair had been pinned up with curling tendrils framing her smdll face. A light green dress
blended wdll with her olive complexion, reminding Magiere of fragile creasturesin children’ stales about to
takeflight on dragonflies wings.

“Where did you find the dress?” Magiere asked, suddenly happy for the first time since being hauled into
this back room.

“Y our aunt bought it for me,” Wynn said with some embarrassment. “ There was no time to have anything
made and it was the only finished one we could find thet fit. Isthe color dl right?’

“It'sfine.” Magiere nodded.

They stood together before the mirror, Magiere tall and pale with dark hair and blue gown, and Wynn so
andl and dlivein her light green.

“Likefineladies going off to anoble ball,” Wynn whispered. “ So long as no one saw us afew weeks



pag, crusted in snow and starving for anything besides dried fish.”

The mention of dried fish brought Sgéile to Magiere sthoughts. And Wynn'saswdll, judging by the way
her smile quickly faded.

“IsOshaready?’ Magiere asked, as Leesi| had chosen him to act as second.

“Yes’—Wynn let out an exasperated sigh—*but he would only wear his own clothes. So | had them
washed, and brushed out hiscloak. . . . Helooksfine. The guests are gathered inside, and Leesil is
waiting to walk you in. We should go.”

Magiere had wanted this—the whole ceremony—to celebrate joining with Leesil. Now that it was upon
her, she wondered if something more private might have been better. She took severd quick bresths.
“Just keep your eyeson Leesll,” Wynn said, “and you will befine”

They walked out and around the warehouse' s front to find Leesil waiting with Osha and Chap.

Wynn's advice was sound, and Magiere forgot everything el se the moment Leesil turned, looked at her,
and hismouth fell open. She’ d never been vain, but his expression was worth al the primping.

“M ... Magiere?’ he ssammered.

“Close your mouth,” she said, “before you swallow a mosquito.”

He made a handsome sight himsdlf. Aunt Bigahad managed to sew him aloose white shirt, just intime,
that he wore tucked into black breeches. He' d polished his boots and tied hiswhite-blond hair back at
the nape of his neck.

Magieretook hisarm. “Ready?’

He nodded, still looking into her eyes.

Oshafidgeted awkwardly. Wynn hurried over to him, and the young elf looked her up and down asif
he' d never seen her before.

“See how Magiere has Leesl’sarm? They will walk in first. Wewait and then follow with Chap.”

Chap whined with ears perked. Wynn had completely brushed out his coat the night before, ignoring his
growls. She hooked her arm into Osha's, having to reach up a bit.

Magiere turned into the warehouse with Lees|, and her breath caught at the hundreds of flowersin the
streaming light. She kept her poise and moved steadily forward on Leesl’sarm.

Domin Tilswith waited before the mudin backing in hislong gray robes. A thin trail of smoke drifted up
from an incense gtick in the brazier. Magiere had no ideatheir friends had gone to so much trouble.

The cavernous room wasfilled to the walls with people.

But aclear path was|eft for her and Leesi|, and faces blurred by as she walked.

Karlin and the constable, Darien Tomik, stood with young Geoffry and Aria. Even Loni, the el ven owner
of the Velvet Rose Inn, watched with interest. So many had come to share this day.

Magiere and Lees| came together before Domin Tilswith. Chap settled right behind them, and Wynn and
Osha, astheir seconds, stepped off to each sde. Domin Tilswith’ s voice carried in accented Belaskian,
but he never missed aword, asif he had studied every one most carefully.

“We come together to celebrate the joining of Magiere and Lees| inalife bond.”

Magiere' s heart began to pound as he leaned over and picked up the silk ribbon.

“Hold out your hands,” he instructed.

Helightly tied Lees|’ sleft hand to Magiere sright. “Magiere, do you swesar to love Leesl, to sland with
him, honor his heart, and care for him above dl othersfor aslong asyou live?’

Magierelooked at Lees| and answered, “| swear.”

“Leesil, do you swear to love Magiere, to stand with her, honor her heart, and care for her above all
othersfor aslong asyou live?’

Lees| held her eyeswith his. “I swear.”

Domin Tilswith removed the ribbon and took up the incense. Blowing itstip to acod, helit the two
outside candles, their wickslightly dipped in clear ail.

Magiere picked up one candle and Leesl| the other, and together they lit the center candle. They blew out
the candlesthey held and set them aside.

“Two lightsare now one,” Domin Tilswith proclamed. He held up the single candle. “Lees| and Magiere
areone”



Thewarehousefilled with cheers.

Wynn kept stumbling sdeways every time she took a step. Maybe the common room had not been built
on level ground.

The celebration inthe Sea Lion Tavern had brokeninto . . . well, a celébration. She had never taken part
inanything likethis.

Bigjahad outdone herself with the feast, and now poured wine straight from a cask into large mugs and
tankards, passing them around like water. Domin Tilswith had finished two dready, and even Oshaheld
amug.

Wynn had tasted wine before, on specia occasions and in small amounts, but she most certainly was not
drunk. Besides her, Leesil wasthe only one sober, as he sipped on spiced tea.

The common room had been half-cleared of tables and chairs, and Bigja had abandoned the bar to
dance with Karlin. The pair dominated the floor with their girth and energy, until Leesi| pulled Magiere
out to join them. After that, Wynn tried to teach Osha afew steps, but she did not know much about
dancing hersdlf. She stumbled into achair, nearly taking him with her. The floor was definitely uneven.

Y es, that was the reason.

The Sea Lion was packed with people, who al seemed affectionate with Leesl and Magiere, but Wynn
hardly knew anyone. She noticed Osha swary glances at the only other ef present, but oddly, these two
avoided each other.

“Magiere said hisnameisLoni,” Wynn shouted to Osha over thedin.

“Heisnot an’ Créan,” Oshaanswered.

Loni’shair was light brown, and his eyes were amber brown. He was not astall as Osha, but hisfacia
structure, danted eyes, and oblong pointed ears clearly marked him asfully elven. He seemed just as
determined to ignore Osha. But his differences from the an’ Créan left Wynn wondering.

She had heard Lees| and Magiere speak of Loni once or twice, but in seeing him for the first time, Wynn
thought he looked much more like the eves from her own continent. So what was one of them doing
here, so far from home?

“At least people here are so accustomed to him that they do not find you strange,” she said to Osha.

Or she thought she had said it. Some of the words did not sound right, but that was because of dl the
noise. Before she could repeat hersdlf, she noticed the room’ sawful tilt and felt as though the chair
benesth her might fall over.

It wastoo hot in here.

Wynn had tried not to dwell on the conversation in the kitchen with Domin Tilswith, especidly the part
after Lees| ran out after Magiere. She had promised hersdf to wait until after the wedding beforetelling
Magiere or Lees| the domin’s unsettling news.

Today was about them, their day of joy, and she would not spail it for anything.

“Let usgooutsde,” Oshasaid. “Itistoo warm.”

Thank goodness someone e se noticed, thought Wynn, and she followed as he waded through the crowd
for the front door.

The night outside was better—cooler. Rather than stand about before the tavern windows, they walked
asfar asthe nearby stables. Osha haf-crouched, leaning back against the stable' s outer door, and Wynn
stood before him, watching him weave alittle before her eyes.

“lam...dizzy,” hesaid and wiped his brow.

He had falen back into Elvish. Obvioudy Oshacould not hold hiswine. Wynn giggled before she could
stop hersdlf.

“I fear the Anmaglahk would not approve of asinglething you did today.”

His danted eyes grew serious. “No, they would not, and that thought is sad.”

Wynn logt her own humor.

“Today was good,” Oshawent on, “and humans are nothing like | was taught. Even Sgéilsheilleache,
who spent so much timein these lands, knew little of them. . . . Then you came.” He glanced away.

“ Sgéilshellleache should have stood with Léshil today—not me.”

“No, Osha,” Wynn said. “Lees| mourns Sgéile, but he was glad to have you with him.”



Helooked at her, hisface intense—l ondly—and hungry in moonlight.

Wynn teetered so much she stumbled. She grabbed the stable door near his shoulder. With hisface so
near hers, Wynn's muddled head flushed with anew hest.

She wanted to feel what Magiere and Leesi| had, to know that closeness with someone she cared for.
Wynn redlized, standing there, that she could make Oshafal inlove with her. Just kiss him on those soft .
..thin.. . tanlips.

She shoved off the stable door, growing too warm again.

With al they had been through together, she loved Osha—»but was she in love with him? Their paths
would soon diverge, and perhaps that was best. She took another step back.

Osha studied her until she could not bear it anymore.

“We should go back insde,” she said. “Magiere will wonder what became of us”

His mouth tightened in puzzlement, or wasiit disgppointment?

He stood up. “Y es, we go back now.”

Chap lay by the hearth watching everyone around him drink, dance, and laugh. More than once he had
quickly scooted aside before someone stepped on histail.

Wynn dipped in the front door, flushed and staggering as she looked about.

When she spotted him, she wove among the crowd and dropped a bit too hard beside him. She buried
fingersin hisfur, rubbing hisback, and it felt good. He wondered why she was no longer joining in the
fedivities

Osha came through the front door.

He scanned the room and spotted Wynn. Before he could make hisway over, Aunt Biga hauled him off
to where Karlin had collgpsed into a chair. Osha seemed happy enough, or perhaps even relieved to Sit
with them.

That young elf will never be Anmaglahk, Chap projected.

“I'hope not,” Wynn mumbled, till rubbing hisback. “ Though he wantsit so much. Oshaknows more
about humans than mogt of his caste. Perhaps that will make adifference.”

She sounded so sad—and drunk—that Chap raised his head. What iswrong?

“You, Magiere, and Leesl| . . . cannot stay here. . . long, will you?’

He sghed through his nose, settling his head on his paws once more.

Tonight isfor them, but tomorrow . . . no, we cannot stay. We must leave and get as far from
Most Aged Father’s reach as we can. Even that will only be a delay.

Wynn took her hand away.

“Domin Tilswithwas. . . overwhelmed by the texts we brought back. Trandation at our barracksin Bela
isnot possible. We do not have the reference materia's needed—and he cannot leave. Thereis till too
much to be donein Bdain starting that little new branch of our guild.”

Her silence was too long and too easy to read on her sad face.

You are going home. . . taking your find to Malourné, and the guild’ s founding branch.

Wynn did not seem surprised that he knew. “ Someone must take the textsto them . . . to those more
experienced in trandation. Domin Tilswith thinksthisbest, as| will be needed for what | learned on our
travels”

Chap shifted closer to her. In truth, he had known this day would come. And now he worried again for
Wynn'ssafety . . . from those who might seek the texts to learn more of the orb Magiere and Leesl|
bore—and from hisown kin.

You are part of this now—and no safer than any of us. It is best that you leave thisland as well.
“What am | to do without you?’ she whispered.

Tearsformed in her bleary brown eyes. But Chap knew shewould be safest in one of her guild’'s
communities, though not safe enough.

Once you arrive, stay where many are around you. My kin do not want to be known by mortals.
They will shy from manifesting where they might be noticed.

“Y ou know something dark iscoming,” shesaid. “Isit your kin . . . from what you sensed in the cavern?
Arethey behind dl of this?’



He had no answer.

No . . . something more, beyond them. And | have made other . . . arrangements, which | hope will
come through, in the interest of your well-being.

He cared for Leesi| and Magiere—they were his charges and deeply woven into the path he followed.
But Wynn was the only one to whom he could “talk.” Before her, he had never understood how much
such acompanion could mean.

Chap laid hishead in her | ap.

Almogt ingtantly, Wynn flopped heavily atop him. Even over the ruckus, Chap could hear her snore.
Long past midnight, Leesi| lay in the warmth of their upstairs bedroom, holding Magiere againg his chest.
“A good day,” he whispered.

“Thebest,” she agreed. “Right before the ceremony, | panicked alittle. But everything was perfect. I'm
glad we waited to come homefor this.”

Hetightened his hold on her. He didn’t want to say more, but it findly dipped out.

“Y ou know we can't stay.”

She was quiet for amoment. “I know. We can't give the orb to the sages. We can't risk Most Aged
Father’ sanmaglahk coming for it . . . hereor in Bea”

“I’ve thought about that, too,” Lees| answered.

Magiere pulled away and propped up on one ebow. The last remnants of whitelilacs still clungin her
black hair.

“So now what? I’m not giving up on our life here.”

Lees| shook hishead. “Meether. | overheard Tilswith talk about getting Wynn'stextsto hisguild’'s
home, but he aso mentioned plansfor the new guild branch in Bela. | don't think he’ sgoing to deliver the
textshimsdf.”

“Y ou think he' s sending Wynn back?’

Lees| shrugged. “We Il find out in the morning, but getting the orb off this continent would go along way
to masking our trail, wherever we end up.”

“WE |l haveto catch aship out of Bela,” Magiere added with asigh.

Lees| nearly groaned at the notion of more seafaring. “I’ ve been thinking alot about the idea of home
lady.”

“And?’

“Homeisjust wherever you are.”

Magiere rose on her hands and knees, like some pale predator next to him, and looked him right in the
eyes.

“No, it'sright here. . . wherewe want it!” She leaned so closethat Lees| felt her breath on his mouth.
“Butit'll havetowait . .. again.”

Magiere pressed her mouth hard over his.

Nine dayslater, Wynn stood beside Osha on the south end of Bela s vast docks, and they watched the
variety of shipsthroughout the harbor. They had al taken a schooner from Miiskato the king' s city, but
Magiere, Lees|, and Chap had stayed behind at their inn.

Oshawas going home, but not by any of the shipsin the bay.

Wynn had asked few questions, and he only told her what he' d heard from Sgéile. Most Aged Father
would have the nearest elven ship come, and Sgéile and Oshawere to watch for it.

Far out off the harbor’ s northern point, the glint of slken sails sprouted high above the waters. It was
larger than any even ship Wynn had ever seen, especialy the one that had carried her south and died for
it.

Somewhere out near the woods of the northern point, askiff and crew would be waiting for Osha.
Wynn could not bear to say good-bye at theinn and just let him leave, so she had come down to the
shorewith him, but thiswas hardly easier. Gray-green hood up covering his head, she could sill see his
large danted eyes, anxious and desperate. He did not wish to go, and yet he longed for his homeland.
Perhaps Osha feared what waited there, or hated it and was al the more eager to faceit. Hisinnocence
had died with histeacher. But Wynn needed him to do one more thing when he got there.



She pulled out asmall paper-wrapped package and held it out.

Helooked down at it, and before he could ask, she was explaining.

“When you reach home, find Brot’an and give himthis.. . . to him and no onedse”

Oshd s eyes widened. Wynn had stayed up half the night in theinn, writing the smdl journa wrapped in
that paper. It contained everything she had learned or guessed concerning what had happened on their
journey.

“Do not let anyone dse seethis,” shewarned. “If you cannot reach Brot’ an, then take it to Nein'aand
Gleann, as| think they may know how to find him. But never let it fal into anyoneelse’ shands. . . even if
you haveto destroy it before you find Brot' an.”

Oshadowly took the package, and Wynn understood his reluctance. What she asked leaned hard
againg his oath to his caste. She only hoped he had learned enough from Sgéile, histeacher.

Not of the ways of the Anmaglahk, but rather the ways of his people that Sgéile had held dear above dl
dse

Oshanodded and tucked the paper bundle into histunic.

Wynn wanted to embrace him but could not. “I will not forget you or al that you have done for us.”
“I...1..." Poor Oshahad dways had difficulty expressng himsef with words.

“I know, itisdl right,” shesaid. “Go.”

He turned, heading aong the bustling docks toward the city’ s north side.

Wynn watched until Oshawas barely atall spot of gray cowl above the heads of dockworkers, hawkers,
and merchants too busy to notice him. And when the last glimpse of him vanished among the crowd, she
panicked.

How many times had he comefor her, stood between her and harm? Simple Oshawas not so smple.
Even next to Sgéil€ s unshakable honor, only Oshaamong his kind and his people had learned to look at
her for who she truly was—and not some savage human to be feared and hated.

Wynn broke into arun, shoving her way along the crowded dock. At the sight of swinging gray-green
fabric, she reached out and grabbed hold.

Oshaturned suddenly at the tension on his cloak and dropped his eyes.

Wynn clawed up to throw her arms around his high neck, and she buried her face in his shoulder ashe
crouched down.

“Do not forget me,” she whispered.

Hislong arms wrapped about her.

It wasfoolish, stupid, and something she could not stop. Magiere swarning meant nothing against the
pain. Wynn lifted her head and thrust her faceinto Osha's.

Clumsy and awkward, she found his mouth with hers, and pressed hard.

Chaneand Osha. . . and she would never see either again.

Wynn was crying before she pulled back and lost the wet warmth of Osha s mouth. She could not even
look at him as she fled. Sheran away through the streets of Bela, but it was along while before she
returned to theinn.

Magiere faced into the wind as the captain called to leave harbor. Leesi| was dready hanging on therall
like adying man. The seasicknesswas all in hishead, since they hadn’t even st sail, and she knew the
worgt of it wouldn't hit him until tomorrow.

The orb was locked away in their cabin below.

She was determined to protect it, but was still repulsed by its effect upon her. And Lees| would' ve been
in hisbunk aready, but he didn’t want to be neer it either.

Chap latched forepaws on therail beside Wynn, and the two watched the bustling docks of Bela

News that Wynn would return to Ma ourné had brought mixed fedlings for them dl, especialy Chap. At
least for now, thelittle sage remained under his protection. But nothing was predictable, and nothing
stayed the same.

Magiere had no ideawhere she, Leesil, and Chap would take the orb. All they could do was get out of
Mogt Aged Father’ sreach. So parting from Wynn was inevitable—but not just yet.

Lees| staggered over to join Wynn and Chap as the ship did away from the dock.



A rush of memoriesfilled Magiere' s head, from the day she and Lees| had firgt set foot in Miiska, first
saw theSealLion.. . tothefirst timein Beawhen she' d felt Leesil’smouth on hers.

She remembered Chap crouched beneath atable in the sage’ s barracks, growling as Wynn pushed
Elvish |ettersat him, trying to show that he was far more than just adog.

She remembered Wynn once angrily facing her down, ingsting that they give dl their food to avillage of
gtarving peasants.

She remembered Chap running along aburning rail to throw himsdlf at Leesil amid thefire aboard the
dven hip.

She remembered Sgéile’ s body under awillow tree.

And Lees|’sface a their wedding when he said, “I swear.”

Magiere turned from the wind to join her companions—and her husband. As she ran her fingersthrough
the back of Leesil’s hair, she didn’t know what the future held—only that she had to protect the orb and
trust in those she loved.

The ship sailed out toward open sea.

-End /Winterborn
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