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BETRAYER OF BLOOD



 

CATALYSTS OF CHAOS, BOOK TWO



 

 

The time of chaos is approaching. While the dark sorcerer Rathnakar expands his undead army and schemes to obtain a scepter of power that could change the course of the future, the oracle of Silverwood Grove moves to thwart him. But all her plans for the protection of Earth Realm lie in the hands of three unlikely champions.

Fleeing from the newly fallen Asincourt seclusionary, Eydis and Geveral struggle to protect the refugees in their charge. But as they journey through the icy mountains toward the safe haven of a dwarven city, a mysterious wizard works toward their destruction.

Orrick of Kroad has narrowly escaped death at Asincourt, only to be pursued for the price on his head. Notorious as a betrayer, his attempts to elude capture draw him into a web of further treachery where he learns even those seemingly on his side are not to be trusted.

Can the three catalysts unite in time to combat the coming darkness? Or will the deception of their allies be the undoing of Earth Realm?

 

 

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE


Eydis



 

Reaching the top of the snowcapped rise, Eydis paused to let the others catch up. Her panting breath came out in white puffs, the cold mountain air tingling in her throat and lungs. Ahead of her spread more rugged mountains, dotted with boulders and snow-dusted pines. And beyond those, still more rocky peaks stretching as far into the horizon as she could see.

She heard the others behind her, laboring their ways to the top. If these past few days traveling strange and rough terrain had been difficult for Eydis, they had been even harder on the adherents and the dwarf children in their charge. They had escaped the attack of the undead army on the Asincourt seclusionary, only to be forced to flee into the Arxus Mountains. They were unequipped for a journey like this, but what else could they do with the enemy behind them and the tunnels leading into the mountains as the only path of escape?

“Eydis, the children are tired,” said Geveral, panting as he crested the rise. “They’ll need a rest soon.”

Eydis hardly recognized the young dryad beneath the layers of winter clothing and thick cloak. His face was red from cold and exertion, his fur-lined hood pulled forward as a shield from the stinging wind. He carried one of the dwarf children on his back, the small girl’s arms clamped tight around his neck.

“Soon,” Eydis promised them both. “We’ll push on for another hour and then look for a place to shelter and rest.”

She knew as she said it that the suggestion of shelter was a false hope. The best they could hope for was a stand of pines thick enough to block out the worst of the gale. The wind was always blowing up here and always icy.

They had scarcely seen any sign of human life since the first day out of the escape tunnel, when they’d broken into daylight to find themselves in the foothills. There had been a lone cabin where a local trapper and trader had sold them all the provisions he had to spare. But the fur-lined coats and boots did not go far, shared among a party of sixteen. Geveral was the only adult male of the group, Eydis the only female who was not a full adherent. The rest of their party was made up of old or middle-aged women who had spent the entirety of their lives within the walls of a seclusionary. With them came the half dozen dwarf children who had been boarded and schooled at the seclusionary.

They stretched out before Eydis now, a string of figures struggling up the side of the rise. Eydis scrambled to the edge to offer her hand to those just clambering over the top.

The last to reach her was Jula, the senior member of the group. The aging adherent had taken charge of the rest ever since leaving the tunnels behind. She always stayed in the rear to help the others. Her eyes were worried as she accepted Eydis’s hand to assist her over the lip of the ridge.

“One of the children is missing,” Jula said. “I can’t find Keir among the others.”

Keir. Eydis tried to remember which one that was. “I’ll go back and take a look,” she said, scanning the rocky incline below. “Geveral, you lead the rest on. I’ll find the child and catch up.”

Alone, she started down the rise again. She remembered who Keir was now and was unsurprised he was the one who had gotten separated from the party. The boy was always hanging back, setting himself apart. Since first laying eyes on the child, Eydis had known there was something unusual about him. And not only because one would have to be blind to miss the physical differences between him and the dwarf children.

At around twelve years of age, he was not much taller than the rest. But where the others looked healthy and thickly built, this boy was painfully skinny. His face was especially lean, his cheekbones sharply prominent. Where the skin of the other children was smooth and unflawed, his was leathery and patterned with rough, scalelike patches around his cheeks and forehead. With his long fingernails, his hands reminded Eydis vaguely of claws.

She had never seen anyone like him. The only thing she could be sure of was that he was no ordinary dwarf child for all he had lived and studied alongside the others back at the seclusionary.

A shifting movement below caught her eye, a dark cloak fluttering in the wind. Was it the boy?

Before she could get a clearer look, the child moved behind some trees and was lost from view.

“Keir,” she called, quickening her pace as much as she could without risking losing her footing on the steep path. Rounding the trees, she found the child in her line of sight again. But not for long. He slipped through a large crevice between a pair of boulders and disappeared once more.

Eydis shouted his name again but received no answer. Following the boy, she entered between the giant boulders. Here the rocks leaned together to form a kind of cave where the daylight was dim and the wind whistled and wailed through the cracks between rocks.

There was no sign of Keir. He must have continued out the other end. Before she could go after him, Eydis’s attention was drawn to the shadowed walls closing in around her. Odd shapes had been etched into the weathered stone, perhaps the ancient runes of some long-ago civilization. A shiver crept up Eydis’s spine. This cave gave her a strange feeling, the like of which she had only experienced in one other place. The pool of the oracle at Silverwood Grove. She sensed somehow that this spot was as sacred and powerful as that other.

Pressing her palm against the cool rock, she felt its magic ripple through her. Suddenly she was no longer in the physical realm but transported to some other world, fixed between this and the next. She felt no fear, only peace, as she floated, weightless, through the ether. Twinkling specks like stars danced around her, and she reached out to touch them only to find she lacked hands. She had no physical form at all. There was only her spirit and the drifting lights.

Gradually she became aware of another presence. Of a voice. It spoke from no mortal mouth, whispering to Eydis the secrets of earthly and immortal realms. Filled with knowledge, Eydis’s thoughts expanded until she could no longer tell herself apart from the ether, the lights, and the voice. Then suddenly it was all torn away. The voice abandoned her. The lights faded into darkness. Awareness shot through her body again, and she felt the cold of the wind and the roughness of the stone beneath her hand.

Her legs had forgotten how to hold her up. In a rush of dizziness, she collapsed into the rock wall. She squinted against the harsh lights and colors of the world she had returned to, clinging to consciousness, breathing deeply and growing accustomed to being within her own body again.

The echoes of the voice still filled her mind, but she could no longer remember what it said. Only one piece of her newfound knowledge stood out clearly. The voice had spoken of the Tears of the Mother. Of Eydis’s duty to protect them.

Her still-clumsy hands fumbled into an inner pocket of her cloak to touch a knotted kerchief she carried there. In her mind’s eye she relived the escape from Asincourt, the dying words of the Head Hearer, who had pressed this bundle into her hands.

“Take treasure…,” the dying woman had gasped. “… The Tears of the Mother… The way to the scepter…”

Inside the bundled kerchief, Eydis had found a pile of glittering crystals. The origins and purpose of these crystals were a mystery. But their value, it seemed, was great.

“The voices spoke to you,” someone observed from nearby.

Eydis started. She had been so caught up in the moment that she had forgotten all about the missing child. But here he was, watching her with a golden gaze that was unsettlingly knowing. It seemed to Eydis that the child’s eyes were much older and wiser than his years.

“What do you know of the voice?” she asked.

He shrugged narrow shoulders beneath his oversized cloak. “Do you think you are the only one who hears them?” he asked. “These voices have guided me through many lifetimes. Where they come from is one of the unknowable mysteries of the universe, like the fixing of the moon and stars. I simply accept them and do not question.”

It was not natural talk, even for an overly imaginative child.

Eydis wrinkled her brow doubtfully. “Are you claiming you have lived more than one life?”

He hesitated, the uncertainty passing over his face making him look his proper age again. He said, “My memories come and go, scenes from former lives surfacing and sinking back into the depths of my mind. But I have always known something of my past and destiny. I’m not like the other younglings. I have been reawakened to a mortal existence so that I may finish something I failed to do long ago.”

His tone was sincere, and somehow Eydis sensed he was telling the truth about his incredible origins.

She asked, “And voices like the one in this sacred place aid you along your path?”

He shrugged. “They might all be only one voice. Or they might belong to many. I cannot say. But you look unsure of my words. Why is this strange to you when so many magical threads make up the weave of our world’s pattern? I am not the only eternal to walk the earth. Perhaps not even the first of your acquaintance.”

Eydis thought of the ghostly White Lady who had once helped her save Geveral’s life. But she did not speak of that, asking instead, “What is this quest you believe you have been rebirthed to carry out?”

“It is not yet fully clear,” he admitted. “But it becomes more so each day since I have met you. I was placed in your path for a reason. You carry out a great task of your own, defending the world from the darkness of Rathnakar, the Raven King. Somehow, Catalyst of Chaos, I will help you fulfill that mission.”

Startled at his knowledge of her mission and identity, Eydis was about to question him further. But a cry of alarm in the distance demanded her attention.

“We must get back to the others,” she said quickly. “It sounds like our winged enemy has returned.”


* * *




Scrambling to join the rest of her party at the top of the ridge, Eydis’s heart sank at finding her suspicions confirmed. The now-familiar form of their flying adversary was again on the horizon, approaching with speed. Eydis had first seen the half-eagle, half-lion creature some time ago in a vision, wherein it had guarded a granite tower inhabited by a wizard.

The griffin had crossed over from the realm of dreams into that of reality a few days ago, when she and the others had entered the mountains. It had appeared intermittently to harass them ever since. Sometimes it clutched giant boulders in its claws to drop down on their party as it flew overhead. Other times it swooped low, attempting to drive the group over the sides of steep cliffs. It showed no interest in devouring them, so exactly what it wanted was a mystery.

Searching for a plan to stave off the creature’s attack, Eydis looked around for cover. The ridge they stood atop dropped down a steep gradient to a stand of trees far below.

“What’s the plan?” Geveral asked, coming to join her. “What are you thinking?”

“That we are painfully exposed up here,” she said quickly. “It could knock us off this ridge with a single swipe of those broad wings. We’ll stand a better chance if we can reach the trees down there. It’ll have less room to maneuver.”

Agreeing, Geveral shouted at the adherents and children to make for the shelter of the trees while he and Eydis hung back, weapons drawn, to defend their rear.

Watching the frightened adherents and dwarf children stream past, Eydis was relieved to see Jula had Keir in hand and was hurrying him down the hillside along with the others. After his talk of destiny, she had feared that, even as young as he was, the lad might put up a fight to stay behind and defend against the griffin. Barehanded if necessary. But he appeared to realize this was not the time. He ran after the rest without a backward look.

Eydis spared a glance toward Geveral to be sure he had his pike at the ready. His rusted pike and the pair of knives in Eydis’s hands were the only weapons they had been able to obtain from the trader in the foothills. Geveral often seemed oddly reluctant to use weapons. But he held the pike now, a look of grim determination on his face.

The whoosh of wings overhead announced the arrival of the griffin. With a chilling scream that was neither the roar of a lion nor the screech of an eagle, it descended on them, sweeping low to rake its claws through the air.

Eydis and Geveral leapt in opposite directions, Eydis rolling through the snow to slam into a rock. Ribs throbbing from the impact, she scrambled to her feet to see the griffin wheeling to come at them again. She had no real desire to engage a creature of such size. Her plan was merely to keep it busy long enough for the others to make their escape.

Geveral seemed to be of the same mind. This was not their first such ploy against the creature.

When the griffin made its second pass, aiming for Geveral alone this time, the dryad stabbed swiftly at the beast’s exposed underbelly. On missing his target, he then dove beneath the animal’s outspread wing, narrowly avoiding its clutches.

But the creature was angry now, and it came to a rough and abrupt landing, digging its claws deep into the snow-covered ground. The earth shook beneath its weight. Swinging around, it snaked out its thickly muscled neck and struck at Geveral, who barely managed to dodge its sharp beak.

The creature had never attacked them from the ground before. Eydis quickly realized her friend was in trouble. A quick glance told her the adherents and children were safely clear. So as Geveral avoided the griffin’s plunging beak, Eydis leapt onto a fallen log just uphill from the pair.

The log was heavy and settled deep in the snow. But she used all her strength to rock it back and forth until it broke free. With a groan, it began to roll downhill.

“Geveral, look out!” she shouted.

Her friend looked up, surprise flashing across his features for an instant, and then he hurtled himself out of the log’s path. The griffin evaded the rolling log as well, flapping broad wings and lifting off from the ground at the last possible moment.

Eydis wasted no time waiting to see what he did next. She raced down the steep incline, Geveral rushing after her. The safety of the trees grew closer as they neared the bottom. Eydis’s blood pounded in her temples. Her breath came in painful gasps. But she couldn’t slow down even if she wanted to as momentum pulled her forward.

The whoosh of wind from the griffin’s beating wings stirred a flurry of ice crystals all around, signaling the closeness of pursuit. Not daring to glance back, she made the last several yards and plowed into the shelter of the trees. A crashing sound through the underbrush to her left told her Geveral had reached cover at the same moment.

But another, greater crash came immediately from behind. The griffin had followed too close and, unable to reverse its flight, smashed through the saplings, knocking over the young trees. The trunks snapped, and branches rained down all around.

Eydis and Geveral ran on until they left behind the thrashing noises of the griffin. They caught up to their companions, who were waiting anxiously. The women had made the children lie down in a hollow in the ground at the base of a boulder. Eydis saw no choice but to stay where they were and hope the density of the forest would prevent the griffin coming any further. They didn’t have long to wait before the sounds of the griffin’s struggle in the distance faded away. The creature must have freed itself and abandoned pursuit.

Having reached a sudden decision, Eydis took Geveral aside. “We cannot continue on this way,” she told him. “We’ve been lucky in evading the beast this long, but it’s only a matter of time until it prevails.”

Geveral’s silver eyes were troubled. “What choice do we have?”

“Just this. We split up,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about this since the creature first appeared. I can’t explain how I know it, but I believe the griffin is only after me. It has no interest in the rest of you.”

Briefly she remembered the scene from her dream where the wizard in his granite tower plotted against her. The griffin was his creature. It stood to reason the beast hunted her at its master’s bidding. She continued, “If I separate from the rest of the party, I can draw the griffin off, leaving the rest of you to continue untroubled. Take the most direct route through the mountains to Runehaven where you will be safe.”

Runehaven was the dwarven city where most of the children had originated. They had been sent away by their families for schooling at the Asincourt seclusionary where they could learn the ways of their Lythnian neighbors. On discovering this after their escape from the fallen seclusionary, Eydis had cobbled together a hasty plan to return the dwarf children to their kin. She hoped to deposit the adherents in that safe place as well. Then she and Geveral would be free to go to the oracle at Silverwood Grove. Their way forward was unclear, and they needed guidance from the oracle for the next step of their mission.

But she cast those plans aside now. With the unforeseen obstacle of the griffin, she must find a new way.

“But what of you?” Geveral was asking. “I will not flee to safety while you sacrifice yourself for our survival.”

Eydis smiled, despite the gravity of the situation. “Your loyalty does you credit. But the adherents and the children will not make it without you. They need protection.”

“Then you provide it,” he said earnestly. “You take them to Runehaven and let me draw off the griffin.”

Eydis shook her head. “This is something I alone must do. I am leaving the party in your charge.”

She hid her misgivings as she said it. During the brief time she had known the dryad, she had learned to trust him implicitly. But he was still a youngling, not more than seventeen or eighteen summers old, and he had lived a sheltered life in the village of Treeveil. And although she had foreseen he was capable of great feats of weather magic, he had yet to fully command his powers.

But there was no other option. Young and untrained though Geveral was, he must play his part, just as she must play hers. She could only trust to the Mother that they both had the strength to see this through.

Eydis said a hasty farewell to Jula and the other adherents and to the dwarf children. Choosing not to deplete what little supplies they had, supplies that had a long way to stretch yet, she took only a water skin and a day’s worth of bread.

She caught Keir watching her preparations with an expression of understanding. She was struck by the fleeting feeling that he knew more of her plans then she herself.

Pulling Geveral aside, she said, “Keep an eye on that one. Something tells me his safety is vital to our greater cause. He may ultimately prove of more importance than any of the catalysts.”

Geveral cast a surprised look in the child’s direction but did not argue.

After advising the others to linger awhile yet in the trees, Eydis set out on her own.

The woods soon thinned, and it wasn’t long until she left behind their comparative safety and stepped out into the open.

After the shadows of the trees, the glittering of the snow beneath the bright sun was blinding. The wind sweeping over the mountain bit hard, penetrating her thin cloak and stinging her hands and cheeks.

She kept an eye to the sky, but there was no more sign of her winged enemy. She knew better than to hope it was gone for good.

Splitting off into a new direction, away from the route the remaining party would follow, she trudged along the edge of a long ravine. Climbing down into it would have afforded some cover from the wind, but she wanted to stay as much in the clear as possible. If the griffin was watching from afar, she wanted it to notice she had left the others and to see which way she traveled.

Mentally she summoned up a fuzzy map of a landscape she only half remembered. A place she had never seen with her waking eyes. Contrary to Geveral’s assumption, she had no intention of sacrificing herself. She knew where the griffin came from, had glimpsed its master before. And she intended to do something that master did not expect.


CHAPTER TWO


Eydis caught occasional glimpses of the griffin throughout the day but always in the distance. It circled in the sky, seemingly watching her, but did not approach. What was it waiting for? If its master wanted her dead, why did the creature not attack? Relieved though she was to know she had successfully drawn it away from Geveral and the others, it troubled her to wonder what the beast was planning.

As dusk came on she began looking for a place to pass the night. It grew icy cold in the mountains after the sun dipped below the horizon. She needed to find a good spot to sleep and to build a fire while there was still light enough to see by.

Thinking the high walls would block some of the wind, she picked her way down into the ravine. The temperature was dropping already, and the rocky ground was slick, making it difficult to find a safe path down. Fortunately, she did not have to descend all the way to the bottom. She found a large flat rock jutting out from the sloped ground at an angle that created a sheltered nook below it. The ground was clear of snow here, and there was enough room for her to crawl beneath.

Finding kindling was difficult in the semidarkness, but at length she had collected enough sticks and dry broken branches to last her through the night. With a fitful fire glowing at the mouth of her shelter, she crawled beneath the out-jutting rock, cradled her head on her arm, and tried to get some sleep. The many pebbles poking into her ribs and the cold seeping up from the ground were powerful distractions from the gnawing hunger in her belly. She couldn’t consume what little bread she had. Not this early. She would need the food and the strength it would give her tomorrow.

For now, she scooted closer to the warmth of the flames and told herself she had experienced worse cold and hunger than this. Her years at Shroudstone had made her soft. But once she had not enjoyed the safety and shelter of an inherent-in-training’s cozy cell. Once she had lived on the city streets with the thieves and beggar children. She had survived those early years, and she would survive this challenge too.

Drifting off to sleep, her last thought was to wonder how Geveral, the adherents, and the children were faring.


* * *




Eydis stirred in the night. Dimly she was aware of her body lying curled on the hard ground beneath the overhanging rock. But she felt little connection to that shivering form. Another part of her was wandering, traveling to a distant place far away. As a disembodied spirit, she roamed the dark halls of an underground crypt. She passed bone chests and funerary urns. Skeletons shrouded in cobwebs reclined on shelves built into the walls.

But she was not interested in these resting corpses. She followed a faint light ahead. From its direction came distant crashing sounds, like the noise of groaning, crumbling rock. And above this rose an angry roar that reverberated like thunder through the passages. It was a terrible sound that made Eydis want to draw back. Yet something compelled her instead to follow the noise.

The enraged cries led her down winding stairs to another level of the crypt. This was no place for burial but a great cavern lit by glowing braziers. There were friezes on the walls and decaying cobweb-covered tapestries.

Eydis saw evidence of the recent damage she had heard on her way down. Great pillars in the center of the room had been reduced to rubble, their dust still lingering in the air. This destruction was not wrought by time, she sensed, but by something venting its anger upon the columns. The very walls of the room bore claw marks, as though raked by the hands of some furious giant.

A raised dais at the head of the cavern remained intact and suggested the purpose of the place. A throne room. But what sort of palace was this? What manner of king would choose to bury himself beneath the corpses she had seen in the upper levels?

Eydis knew with a chilling certainty. For she had been in this cavernous labyrinth before, had faced in a dream the one who dwelled here.

As if summoned by her thoughts, he appeared from the shadows. Rathnakar. He was encased in ornate black armor that glinted in the orange nightmarish light cast from the braziers. The pauldrons over his shoulders were spiked, his helmet worked into a winged skull design with red gemstones for eyes.

Taller than any mortal, his shadow loomed large against the walls. He had no need to tread the grimy floor stones but traveled suspended through the air. When he finally came to light on the floor, it was with a booming thud that shook the hall.

Slowly he turned toward where she hovered along the wall, wispy and insubstantial as a ghost. He knew she was there, she realized.

She could see little of the skeletal face within the black helm, but his fiery eyes glowed like angry coals. As those all-knowing eyes burned into Eydis, she had the overwhelming feeling he saw straight through her, directly into her heart and mind. Afraid, she tried to break the contact, tried to withdraw from the dream that had carried her here. But the dream had hold of her and would not let go.

As if the sight of her refreshed his fury, the Raven King’s eyes blazed hotter. His voice shook the room like a roll of thunder.

“Come not to bask in my defeat, trespasser. The living corpses of men have failed me and the scepter of power eluded me at Asincourt. But your interference shall not long deprive me of my freedom. And when the scepter and I are reunited, I will escape my shackles to roam the earth again.”

Eydis found the courage to say, “If you are so powerful, how is it you were bested by the three catalysts?”

His eyes flamed so bright she could almost feel the heat of them. “It is not you who defeated me, Catalyst. You are but a pawn in the hands of she who guides you.”

Eydis ignored that, answering, “I survived the enemies you set against me and destroyed even your eyeless creature and his fiery hounds.”

“Naroz and his hunger hounds were unworthy servants,” he boomed. “And Varian will suffer great pain for his failures at Asincourt. But now I summon a weapon that has served me of old, one beyond this world and hidden from the eyes of mortals.”

As Eydis watched, he reached a massive, gauntleted fist toward the shadowy recesses of the room.

“Air and shadow, come forth,” he commanded, beckoning into the darkness. “Arise and take form, creature of the abyss.”

As if in answer, a cool stirring of air whispered through the room. A foreign scent reached Eydis’s nostrils, neither sweet nor foul, but subtle and unfamiliar. There was a shifting movement at the corner of the room. Eydis tried to fix her eyes upon it. But whatever it was defied human sight. The firelight from the braziers seemed to warp and bend around the creature.

With a closer stirring of cold air, Eydis sensed the invisible thing was passing by her. In the dust-covered floor, she saw prints forming, the tracks of a two-footed beast at least twice the size of a man. There was no rational reason for the rush of fear she felt at the arrival of this new enemy. If Rathnakar or his minions could hurt her in dream form, they would surely have done so before now. Yet fear she did.

The Raven King seemed to sense her dread. “You do well to be afraid,” he told her. “For I have seen into your heart and viewed the place where your feelings will lead you. My creature will hunt you there. You carry the scepter of power. I can see it. But soon the scepter will be in my hands.”

Horrified at realizing her thoughts were exposed to him, Eydis recoiled. She willed herself away from this place. She imagined the stone walls and ceiling crumbling to dust and herself rising, drifting like a column of smoke above the caverns and passages to the freedom of the open air.

Surfacing from the dream, she found herself huddled in darkness. Her campfire had gone out, cloaking her world in shadow, except for the cold light of the moon reflected on the snow. While she had been asleep, more tiny white flakes had begun to fall from the sky.

She rubbed her arms for warmth and decided to stay awake for the rest of the night. She would not risk returning to the dream. What had Rathnakar meant when he spoke of a scepter of power? This was not the first vision she’d had involving such a scepter.

A memory flashed through her mind. Again, she saw the Head Hearer of Asincourt speaking with her dying breath of the Tears of the Mother, proclaiming them to be the way to the scepter. Eydis also remembered yesterday’s vision in the sacred cave. Remembered the voice’s message to protect the Tears. Everything pointed to those gems she had carried away from Asincourt being far more precious than she had imagined. Perhaps it was no accident the workings of the Mother had brought her to that place and time. Maybe the real mission had been not to rescue the adherents and dwarf children, but to rescue the Tears of the Mother. Somehow they held the key to the scepter. And if what Rathnakar said was true, that the scepter would give him the strength to break free of his tomb-like prison, it was surely vital they not fall into his hands.

Suddenly it was more urgent than ever to escape these mountains and return to Silverwood Grove. The oracle alone would know how to protect the Tears. But Eydis was a long way from the rangelands and many mountains stood between her and the oracle.

Fleetingly, she wished the barbarian from Kroad were here. She had never exactly trusted Orrick. He had aided her on her way to Asincourt only for reasons of his own. But his help would be welcome now.

Was he really dead? The last time she had seen him he was being overwhelmed by the undead soldiers pouring over the walls of the Asincourt seclusionary. It was difficult to imagine he could survive that. And yet something told her he was still alive out there. She had developed strong powers of premonition since first learning her destiny as one of the catalysts of chaos. And that sense told her she had not seen the last of the Kroadian.


CHAPTER THREE


The Griffin



 

White flurries of snow swirled around the griffin as it soared high above snowcapped mountains and deep gorges. The beast flew on against the wind and ice particles until it crested a rise. There, nestled in the bottom of a valley below, was a granite tower spiraling up into the sky.

The griffin circled the column and drew in to land on an outward jutting balcony near the pinnacle. The balcony led onto a shadowed interior, a vast hall with high ceilings and great columns. The griffin did not go inside. It had no need.

Its master appeared, stepping out onto the balcony and into the storm. The icy wind stirred the wizard’s multitude of silver braids and swirled the hem of his velvet over-robe.

“You have succeeded, my winged servant,” he observed. “The gazing ball shows the mistress of masks traveling this way.”

Another figure stepped out onto the balcony, separating herself from the pillars that had concealed her. “Is this your purpose then?” she asked the wizard. “To drive the mistress of masks to you?”

She stood untouched by the swirling wind, this ghostly pale lady clad in a trailing shroud. A silvery circlet rested atop her loosely flowing hair.

The wizard started at her sudden appearance. “You again?” he asked with apparent distaste. “Must you always lurk among the shadows and appear where you have not been invited? Other eternals keep to their own domains.”

The pale lady shrugged. “My spirit wonders where it will. And I must protect my investment in the mistress of masks. Or have you forgotten that I helped you before? How I aided this Eydis and her friends on their way, at your request. How I shepherded them toward the seclusionary and the Tears of the Mother. In return, what do I receive from our alliance? Your promise of protection for my territories when the chaos comes?”

“My word on that has already been given,” the wizard responded irritably. “It is not necessary to spy on me to ensure I fulfill it. The mistress of masks will soon be within my grasp and, through her, the Tears of the Mother. The scepter will be mine and, when I deliver it to the Raven King, I will have his favor.”

She arched a pale eyebrow. “A more ambitious eternal might keep the scepter and its power for himself.”

His smile was as cool as the wind whistling over the balcony. “I will weigh that option when I have the scepter in my hands. But first this Eydis must be dealt with.”

“And her friends?” asked the pale lady.

The wizard turned back to his waiting griffin. “Destroy the dryad and the women and children,” he ordered the beast. “I have no further use for them,” he explained to the white lady. “Now that the mistress of masks heads into my trap, the others are nothing but loose ends.”

The griffin beat its great wings and took off from his perch, soaring up into the sky.


CHAPTER FOUR


Geveral



 

Geveral kept an eye out for a place to make camp. They were coming up on the second night since Eydis left. Thus far, all had gone well. There was a small snowstorm the first night, but that ended quickly and had not slowed the party’s progress. There were no more sightings of the griffin. It seemed Eydis had succeeded in her attempt to lure the beast away. Geveral tried not to think about what that might have cost her. He had seen the redheaded young woman survive many dangers since their first meeting back in Treeveil. He told himself if anyone could outwit the griffin, it would be her.

The group came upon a rocky rise where scattered boulders offered shelter from the night wind. Knowing it was the most suitable spot they were likely to find, Geveral called a halt to make camp for the night.

The children chattered cheerfully while darting between the rocks, collecting firewood. Geveral thought how quickly they forgot the dangers and hardships they had endured these past few days. All except the quiet boy, Keir. Although only a child himself, Keir seemed somehow too old for the games of the other youngsters. Maybe Eydis had been right when she said there was something special about the boy. Certainly his appearance stood out from the rest, with his leathery skin and golden eyes.

Geveral turned his attention to Jula and another adherent, who were preparing dinner. The somber looks on the women’s faces told him what he already knew. They were about to finish the last of the food. Jula had been rationing it carefully to get them this far. But their meager supplies could not be stretched indefinitely.

At least some hope could be derived from the recent discovery earlier in the day of a familiar landmark. Jula was the only adult here who had made the trek to Runehaven before. It was she who had guided their way this far. But the aging adherent admitted her memories were vague. Eydis had privately expressed doubts to Geveral about the reliability of the adherent’s directions.

That was why today’s landmark sighting was a relief. Unless Jula’s memory deceived her, the crooked stone arch they had passed signaled Runehaven was within two days’ travel. They would be hungry when they arrived in the dwarven city, but at least it seemed they would not wander these mountains until they starved.

Geveral’s thoughts returned to the present, and he helped the adherents prepare dinner.

A short time later, after the evening’s meal had been consumed, everyone rolled up in their blankets and arranged themselves around the fire. Geveral had slept very little these past nights, preferring to keep watch. But tonight he realized the miles they had traveled and the hours without sleep had taken their toll. As he listened to the children chattering and giggling around the crackling fire and to the adherents shushing them, his eyelids drooped. The warmth of the nearby flames wrapped around him like a soft blanket. He stopped fighting the feeling and leaned back. He would shut his eyes for just an hour or two. He had to rest sometime if he was to get through the day ahead.

He was just drifting off to sleep when he became vaguely aware of a distant swooshing sound. At first he thought he was dreaming. But then it grew nearer, the rhythmic beating of wings.

His eyes snapped open.

A massive shadow dropped down from above, blotting out the stars.

“Griffin!” Geveral shouted, alerting the others. “Take shelter!”

As the children and adherents stirred, confused, the beast gave a deafening screech that echoed off the near rocks. Slowly, much too slowly, those who had been asleep got their bearings and began making for the shelter of the nearest boulders.

The griffin swooped into the middle of the camp, scattering wood and sparks from the fire. Without fully landing, it skidded across the ground, snatching up a screaming adherent in its great claws and carrying her off into the sky. It carried the woman high, before dropping her, allowing her to plunge to the rocks below. She landed only a few yards from Geveral and lay still.

The remaining adherents were directing the dwarf children to hide beneath the overhanging rocks when again there came the beating of returning wings.

To buy time for the others, Geveral seized a flaming stick from the fire and waved it at the descending griffin. The beast swiped him easily aside, and he fell to the rocks, the burning stick spinning out of reach.

Everyone else had taken cover. But the rocks and scrubby shrubs they huddled beneath offered little protection. The griffin would pick them off easily, dragging them into the open with his great curved beak and wicked claws.

Geveral had to act quickly.

For the first time since Asincourt, he reached desperately for his weather magic. His talent remained raw and scarcely trained, but there was no time to weigh the risks. Here, as in Asincourt, he had to take a chance.

Summoning as much of the power as he could hold, he concentrated on what he needed to do, on the storm clouds he must form. The low rumble of thunder overhead told him he was succeeding. The wind began to wail.

It wasn’t enough. A scream called his attention to where the griffin had cornered an adherent, Jula, and was raking her with its claws.

Geveral could not allow himself to be distracted. If he ran to help her, more lives would be lost. Closing his eyes and ears to the cries of the children and adherents, he called down a bolt of lightning. It struck, not the griffin, but the peak above and sent shards of rock and snow cascading down the mountainside.

As if frozen in a nightmare, Geveral watched helplessly as the landslide came rushing toward them all. Separated from the others, he dived under an overhanging rock just as the avalanche hit. He heard the griffin screech and caught a fleeting glimpse of it being crushed by falling rocks and buried under snow.

The same wave of white devoured the boulders and shrubs where the children and adherents hid, covering them beneath an icy blanket.

Then the tide swept over Geveral’s shelter. He saw a brief flash of white swallowing him up. And then everything went dark. He saw nothing. Heard nothing beyond the distant rumble of vast amounts of snow and rock rolling down the rise.

He was overcome by a sudden bone-numbing cold that made his teeth chatter. But he could breathe. The rock he hid under must have sealed him in with a small pocket of air. Knowing the air wouldn’t last long, he struck out toward the surface. Digging through the darkness and ice particles, he didn’t know how deep was the heavy snow above.

After what seemed a long time, his reaching hands broke free of the ice. He surfaced, drawing in gulps of air and shaking the clinging snow from his face.

After the utter darkness beneath the surface, the world above seemed bright, lit by a clear moon and glittering stars. All was strangely peaceful.

Geveral looked around and tried to make sense of his surroundings. Everything looked different now, smothered in white. Where were the others? The children and adherents had been closer to the avalanche and must have been buried deeper than he was. Heart sinking as he realized the depth and weight of the snow trapping them all, he pushed desperately toward the last place he had seen them. The ice and rocks rose up higher than his waist but he plowed through them, digging rapidly.

He called out the children’s names, or as many as he could remember. He hadn’t realized until now how few he actually knew. He called the adherents’ names also.

But the only response he received was his own voice echoing back at him.


CHAPTER FIVE


Eydis



 

Eydis had first caught sight of the granite tower hours ago as she stood at the edge of a ridge overlooking the valley below. But it had taken her the rest of the day to ascend into the bottom of the valley.

Now as she hid behind a row of low bushes and peered out at the tower rising toward the darkening sky, she was glad dusk was descending. It would be easier to make a stealthy entrance under cover of darkness.

It was a strange feeling, looking up at the towering granite spire. Although this was a place she had only ever viewed in a dream, every detail matched what she had seen in that vision. Perhaps someday she would be unsurprised by such occurrences. But not yet.

Warily she looked about for any sign of the griffin. She had half expected to find it guarding the place. But the open ground surrounding the tower was empty. All she discovered were massive tracks in the snow that looked like they might have been made by the griffin’s great claws. But the light dusting of white powder filling the tracks told her they could not have been made since the previous night’s snowfall.

Circling the tower cautiously, she found there was no cover over the stretch of ground she would have to cross. The area was flat and clear of trees, boulders, or shrubs. All she could do was cover the distance as quickly as possible.

While she delayed, the last light of the sun faded. She waited another moment until the newly risen silver moon slid behind a thick cloud, shrouding the scene in further darkness. Then she abandoned her hiding place and dashed across the snow-covered earth. Avoiding a few treacherous patches of slick ice, she reached her destination. The moon slipped from behind the clouds again, just as she ducked beneath the sheltering shadows at the base of the tower.

During her surveillance, she had already ascertained there was no apparent entrance or exit on the ground floor. To get in she would have to scale the wall and clamber over one of the lower balconies.

She tried not to think how slippery the cold granite would be beneath her hands. Tried not to remember that her smooth-soled boots were not made for such a purpose. Instead, she examined the surface of the tower walls, noting where carved decorative elements might provide handholds or where fissures and rough spots in the stone might allow her to wedge a toe in and propel herself up.

She knew a brief moment of misgiving. Was her goal worth the risk of plunging to her death? What did she hope to accomplish by confronting the wizard who had plagued her since before Asincourt?

But she must have answers. She had to discover why this mysterious enemy set himself against her. And if she determined he was working with Rathnakar, she must find a way to destroy him. Even if he was not working for that dark power, he had already endangered the lives of the dwarf children and the rest of her companions through the griffin he controlled. That could not be forgotten.

Satisfied she had selected the best route up the side, Eydis began her climb. Carefully she moved from one handhold to the next, refusing to look down as she sensed the safety of the ground dropping away

The smooth granite was as slick as she had expected, its cold seeping into her hands until her knuckles and fingers ached. But she welcomed the pain. It was only when she ceased to feel it, as her hands grew numb, that she started to struggle. The strength of her back and shoulders was giving out. She was not physically conditioned for this exercise.

But the lip of the lowest balcony was getting closer. Cold sweat breaking out on her brow, she fixed her gaze on that approaching object and kept climbing.

Suddenly her foot slipped from the irregularity in the stone she leaned on. Hanging by one hand, she scrabbled for purchase with the other. A blast of wind blew her hood back, and her hair whipped into her face. Between the swirling strands of red, she caught a glimpse of the ground spread out below. It was dizzyingly far away.

Her dangling foot thudded against something. One of the ornate carvings that appeared at intervals up and down the wall. Scrambling onto it, she took a second to catch her breath, heart thumping against her ribs. But she couldn’t stop for long. She would only grow weaker and colder the longer she rested. And the balcony was close. She pushed on and reached it with just enough strength to hoist herself over the railing. She collapsed, frozen and exhausted, onto the floor stones.

The shadowed interior beyond beckoned. She crawled inside, away from the blasting wind. An obstacle rose up before her, a column rising to the vaulted ceiling above. She crawled behind it for concealment, while she recovered her strength from the climb and waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom.

Although it was too dim to make out the details, she had a sense of open space surrounding her, as if she were in a vast hall. Gradually she grew accustomed to the darkness and the details became clear.

There were few furnishings here. Just row upon row of thick pillars rising from the smooth tiles to the ceiling far overhead. Eydis’s immediate assessment was of a cold place, despite its comparative warmth after the outdoors. Having spent these past days in the mountains, it seemed a long time since she had been enclosed within strong walls. But it wasn’t an agreeable sensation. It made her feel trapped. Or maybe that was only her awareness of the unfriendly presence lurking somewhere within.

She could flex her fingers again. The strength was returning to her hands. On testing her legs, she found they too had regained their power. She had hidden in the shadows long enough. It was time to go looking for her enemy.

Nonetheless, she exercised stealth as she moved through the room, staying close to the curved walls. Whatever discoveries awaited her here, she would prefer to surprise them and not the other way around.

The big room was empty and eerily silent but for the howl of the wind sweeping in through the open balcony. Through an arched doorway, she caught a glimpse of a narrow corridor. Slipping quickly into this, she found herself at the foot of a set of spiraling stairs, leading upward.

Cautiously she ascended.

At the top of the stairs, she found herself in a smaller space than the last, this one decorated with elegant furnishings and wall hangings. There was a table immediately inside the doorway, containing a collection of vials and other unusual objects. Eydis picked up the largest of these, a heavy hourglass. Curious, she turned it over in her hands. Carved snakes twined around the silver frame, the glass and sand captured within their coils.

After a moment’s examination, she set the hourglass down on its side and continued further into the room, circling close to the walls. At the center of the space was a pedestal on which rested a crystal sphere. A gazing stone? She could think of no other purpose for the instrument.

Her attention passed quickly from the stone to focus on the one who stood before it. His back was toward her but she did not need to see his face to know him.

The wizard of the granite tower appeared just as he had in her dream. He was tall, dressed in a fine over-robe of velvet, and his hair was worn in a multitude of small silver braids. She knew if he turned around she would see a gold chain resting across his chest and glittering rings on his fingers.

She hovered in the doorway, undecided on her next move. Quietly she eased one of her knives from the boot that concealed it.

“I knew you would come.”

She started at the unexpected announcement.

He sounded amused, as if her surprise pleased him. “I have been watching your progress for some time through my gazing ball. My creatures have fulfilled their tasks well, driving you to me.”

“Your creatures?” she found herself asking. “There are more of them, beside the griffin?”

He turned away from the crystal ball upon its pedestal, facing her for the first time. His features were not as smooth as his voice had been. He bore a row of scars down one cheek, injuries that might have been made by the claw of a bear or some other mighty beast. But his face was otherwise unlined and younger than the color of his hair suggested. His cheekbones were high and sharp, his skin unnaturally fair.

He told her, “The griffin is not the only servant at my disposal. Before Asincourt, I summoned fire scorpions to hasten you on your way toward the seclusionary. I persuaded a spirit to aid your party on one occasion. On another, I employed the talents of an assassin.”

“The assassin I am already aware of,” Eydis said, trying not to reveal her surprise at the other information.

“Then it is true what the stars have told me,” he observed. “The mistress of masks wanders through the mists of the dream world.”

If he was prodding for further information on her abilities, she would give him none.

“I saw enough to know you hired the assassin who, in turn, hired Orrick to dispose of me,” she said.

“Dispose of you?” His smile was as cold as the surrounding walls of granite. “Is that the end you imagine I have been working toward? Do you truly believe I would go to such inconvenient lengths only to see your life extinguished? Had I wished that, it would have been accomplished long ago. But no, I employed the assassin and, through him, your barbarian companion, not to kill you but to ensure your survival and escape.”

Orrick was paid to save her? Suddenly his actions during the battle atop the seclusionary walls made sense. She had never understood why he saved her. It had gone against her assumptions about his bargain with the assassin. But now his motives grew clearer.

The wizard continued. “My goal was more complicated than you suppose. Since I was first aware of you, I could see that your destiny would lead you to the treasure I desired. When the signs told me one with the lifetouch had arisen to take up a challenge from the great oracle, I knew your journey to Asincourt had meaning. It was no accident you were sent to that place, the location of the scepter.”

“Scepter?” Eydis could not conceal her confusion. “There has been much talk of a powerful scepter, but I have yet to lay hands on such an object.”

She did not mention that she had glimpsed it once in a dream.

He dismissed her question. “Like many eternals, I have long been aware of the location of the scepter. But spells of protection surrounded the object to prevent any eternal carrying it from its resting place. The stars and signs revealed that only one chosen by the First Mother could remove the scepter from its hiding place and return it to the world.”

Eydis was unsure which of his revelations to focus on. That he referred to himself as an eternal made her head spin. And the schemes he described brought together her disjointed knowledge of all that had recently occurred, like tiny pieces meeting to form a greater whole. A whole she had been blind to until now. Yet parts were still missing.

There was no time to consider what all of this meant, as the wizard continued. “And now, here you stand at last, ready to deliver the scepter of power.”

His sharp eyes took in the knife still clutched in her hand. “Or perhaps not yet ready?” He asked.

Instead of pointing out again that she possessed no scepter, she tried a different tactic.

“I have yet to hear any reason why I should turn the scepter of power over to you,” she said. “It seems to me the safest place for such a mysterious object is in the hands of the great oracle of Silverwood Grove.”

“You think so?” His gaze was coldly amused. “Yes, I have no doubt she would welcome that turn of events. Bringing the scepter into her possession was doubtless her true reason for sending you on that mission to ‘rescue’ the endangered inhabitants of the Asincourt seclusionary. But perhaps she did not explain that to you? No, I see by your face that she did not. And in the usual way of simpleminded pawns, you failed to arrive at that conclusion on your own.”

Eydis tried to banish the doubts his claims awoke in her. This nameless wizard was not to be trusted. That much she knew. Yet his words held the ring of truth. A truth her heart recognized. Could it be that the oracle cared nothing for the fallen seclusionary or for the protection of the adherents and dwarf children Eydis had rescued from that place? Had Eydis been set unknowingly on a trek that was meant to lead her to some source of power the oracle wished to obtain? If so, the effort had failed, for no such treasure had been uncovered.

The wizard seemed to grow abruptly impatient with the conversation.

“Enough wagging of tongues,” he said. “Give the scepter to me.”

Eydis thought of the griffin. “And what happens to my friends and me if I do what you ask?”

He shrugged. “Your companions are already dead. I have no further use for them and have sent my beast to dispose of them.”

“Dead!”

Shock and rage rushed through Eydis. Her face grew hot, and a roaring sound filled her ears. She thought of Geveral and the others who had relied on her. She had been foolish to abandon them only to step into the wizard’s trap.

She leaped to attack her enemy. But she found herself suddenly frozen, unable to move. She was suspended in midair, one foot off the floor, her body leaning forward, as she had been about to hurtle herself at the wizard. Her hand, clutching the knife, was raised in a useless pose.

Calmly he strolled across the floor to stand before her. “I feared you would react so,” he said with mock regret. “I had harbored some fleeting thought of allowing you to live, on the chance that your lifetouch and masking talents might prove useful to me. But I see now that I could never trust you.”

Over his shoulder a subtle movement caught Eydis’s eye. It was the hourglass she had examined earlier. She had replaced it clumsily on the edge of the table. Now, as it lay angled on its side, the weight of the shifting sands was causing it to teeter.

The wizard commanded her attention again as he plucked the knife from her stiff grip. He continued. “It would be foolish to permit you to wander Earth Realm freely where you might create havoc with my plans. So, unfortunately, I must resort to barbarous means.”

Eydis’s eyes dropped to the knife in his hand.

Crash!

The heavy hourglass fell to shatter across the floor, shards of glass flying in all directions.

Startled, the wizard whirled to face the sound. In that brief instant of distraction, he released his magical hold on Eydis.

Feeling her invisible bonds loosen, she broke away and ran. The doorway she had entered was across the room, and her enemy stood between it and her. So she darted instead through a different doorway, into a shadowed hall.

This echoing place of high ceilings and granite pillars was much like the one she had encountered downstairs. It was equally dark here and difficult to tell what the room contained or how far it extended. But there was no time to get her bearings. She could hear the wizard slowly pursuing, even as she concealed herself behind one of the thick columns.

He did not seem overly concerned by her sudden escape. “You will not get far, catalyst,” he warned, his footsteps ringing hollowly across the tiles. “Your gifts are no match for my sorcery. Your end is inevitable.”

Eydis peered around the pillar. Her eyes, swiftly adjusting to the gloom, told her there was only one way in and out of the hall. Across the stretch of open floor and past a freestanding arch, the entrance she had come through beckoned. There was no other exit. But she would have to cross paths with the wizard to reach it. She thought of the one remaining knife tucked through her belt, but it would be no use if the wizard froze her in one of his magical holds again.

He could not fail to be aware of her vulnerability. He said, “I see you lurking in the shadows, mistress of masks. Come out and face what must be.”

It was time to take a chance. She dodged from behind the pillar and ran across the open floor.

The exit was close. Already she imagined herself pounding down the stairs and clambering over the balcony, escaping to return another day.

But a single obstacle rose up before her. A pale marble archway, standing in the middle of the room. Connected to nothing and leading to nowhere, the arch served no apparent purpose. But she could see past it to where the hall’s exit lay just on the other side. So instead of veering around the obstacle, she dashed through it.

Instantly she was swallowed into darkness.


CHAPTER SIX


The White Lady



 

The white lady’s misty form passed through a wall to enter the great shadowed hall.

“You have lost her.” It was not a question but a statement of fact.

The wizard’s angry pacing before the marble arch was evidence enough that plans had gone awry. “She ran through my traveling portal,” he snapped, coming to a standstill and glowering at his uninvited visitor. “How was I to know she would recognize its purpose and use it to make her escape?”

“She is more resourceful than you expected,” suggested the hovering spirit. “Whereas you have proved less capable than I anticipated. Your methods here have been as inept as the blundering of your fire scorpions and your griffin. For all their clumsiness, at least your beasts managed to drive the catalyst in the right direction. I did my part to help as agreed. It is you, Torvald, who have failed to carry out your end of the plan.”

The wizard scowled. “This is nothing but a temporary setback. The mistress of masks has not seen the last of me.”

“Possibly not,” the white lady responded easily. “But I have. I was mistaken to believe you had the power to offer protection for my Isle of Mists. I see now that I must take matters into my own hands. I will obtain the scepter for myself.”

He looked startled. “And rival the Raven King? You would not dare.”

The pale lady smiled lazily. “We are not all as easily defeated as you, sorcerer.”

Without a backward glance, she passed through the wall and disappeared.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Geveral



 

The first light of dawn fell upon an ugly scene in the place where Geveral and the rest of the party had camped last night. The dryad had spent the entire freezing night digging through the fallen rocks and snow, searching for survivors. With every passing hour, his grief and horror grew, as he uncovered one lifeless corpse after another. Adherents and children alike, he had dug them free of the ice and searched in vain for signs of life. But there was not a breath, not a heartbeat from any of them.

Now as he looked down on the most recent body pulled from the snow, a fair-haired wisp of a little girl, he was overwhelmed by a crushing sense of guilt. He had done this to them. He had tried to be a hero, tried to be the catalyst Eydis believed him to be. But his clumsy attempt to defeat the griffin had killed not only the beast but also every adherent and dwarf child he was charged with protecting. These people had escaped the nightmare of the Asincourt battle only to die in the frozen mountains. Every death here was on his head.

Stomach heaving, he dropped to his knees and was sick in the snow. His home in Treeveil had been a peaceful place. Before the recent deaths of his brother, Dalvin, and his mentor, Kesava, he had never witnessed much violence. But that day when Eydis found him and told him he was destined to be a great weather mage had changed everything.

Great mage! He laughed bitterly, the sound echoing hollowly across the broken boulders and the snow-clad mountainside. His inexperienced attempts at weather manipulation had cost those who believed in him their lives. He swore in that breath never to use his weather powers again. Eydis was wrong. He was not one of the heroes Earth Realm needed in the stand against darkness.

As the last echoes of his laughter faded, a new sound fell upon his ears, carried on the icy wind. It wasn’t the howl of the wind or lingering rumbles of thunder from last night’s storm. It was something soft and muffled. And near. It sounded like a moan. New hope flaring within him, Geveral followed the sound, trying to determine the direction it came from.

“Can anybody hear me?” he called out. “If you can, make more noise! Help me find you!”

He strained his ears for a response, but none came.

His hopes plummeted. He had been a fool to think anyone could escape the avalanche. After such a disaster, there could be no survivors.

But then he heard it again. A muffled groan. This time he made out where it was coming from. Heartbeat quickening, he ran to the spot and dropped to his knees in the snow. Here was a large piece of shattered boulder that might have formed a pocket of protection beneath the mounds of ice. With bare hands that had long since lost all feeling, he paddled desperately through the heavy snow. He discovered a small booted foot and then a leg.

Digging more urgently, he swiftly uncovered the form of a boy, curled and half-sheltered by the rock. The boy was unconscious but breathing, his pulse strong and steady.

Although the child had survived the avalanche and the hours trapped beneath the snow, there was no guarantee he would live out the day. His skin was pale, his lips blue. Small bloodstains seeped through his tunic. Geveral hoped these were only the result of minor cuts from the fallen rocks, but he couldn’t be sure. Not now. Out here in the open with the cold wind blasting against them was no place to look over the child’s injuries. If Geveral did not find shelter soon, the boy was likely to die. Both of them were.

He took off his own fur-lined cloak and wrapped it around the child. Then he had to leave the unconscious boy’s side. Making a hasty examination of the scene, he found a place a little distance off where there was a slight recess in the face of the mountain. Collecting fallen logs and the largest pieces of broken rock he could carry, he set to work stacking them and building a low wall to encircle the recess. He gathered the travelers’ packs he had uncovered during the night, possessions the dead members of his party no longer had need of. He used the sturdy packs to reinforce the flimsy walls of his shelter. Then he steeled himself for a terrible task, removing the cloaks of the dead.

Telling himself these victims could no longer feel the cold and it was his duty now to care for the living, he stripped furs and cloaks from the lifeless bodies and stretched these over the top of his makeshift shelter to form a roof.

Then he carried the unconscious boy inside and covered him with the leftover furs. Finding a flint stone in one of the travelers’ packs, he collected enough sticks and twigs and scraps of rotten wood to create a small fire.

Huddled opposite the fitful flame, his head and shoulders bowed beneath the low roof of the shelter, he held his hands out to the fire. Feeling was returning painfully to his extremities. But it was still difficult to flex his fingers, frozen stiff by the cold. The icy wind cut through the weak walls of the shelter, finding a thousand tiny holes to whistle through. But it was better than nothing.

He must waste no more time warming himself. There was the injured child to attend. Crawling across the crowded space, he took a closer look at the unconscious boy sleeping beneath the pile of furs.

For the first time, he really noticed the boy’s appearance. The scaly patches on the child’s cheeks stood out against his skin, now pale from the cold. This was not one of the ordinary dwarf children. It was the youngster called Keir. The one who had always stood aloof from the others. He was a strange child, not only because of his appearance but because of his quiet, thoughtful manner.

Right now it was not the child’s nature that kept him silent. There was a purple bruise on his forehead, probably a blow from one of the fallen rocks. It was likely this that had knocked him unconscious. Geveral’s attention was drawn again to the bloodstains on the boy’s clothing. He took the risk of removing the child’s tunic, despite the cold, to examine the wounds.

To his relief he found the cuts and scrapes were minor. But upon rolling the boy over to examine the injuries across his back, he made a startling discovery. There were strange growths sprouting from between the child’s shoulder blades. These little nubs looked like bits of ridged bone, covered in flesh. Although they were puny unformed things, there was no mistaking what they were. Wings. Or the beginning of wings. Pressed flat against the child’s back, they would ordinarily have shown only as a slight hump beneath his bunched up tunic. It was no wonder they had not been discovered until now.

Or had they? Geveral remembered Eydis’s comment that there was something special about the boy. Was this what she had meant?

Quickly recovering the boy with the fur blankets, Geveral rocked back on his heels and watched the sleeping child.

“What are you?” he wondered aloud.

It was growing uncomfortably warm in the shelter. In fact, it was almost painfully so. Geveral swiped a forearm across his damp brow. Why was it suddenly so hot? The wind still found its way through crevices in the walls. The fire was weak and should have offered little warmth. Yet the ground, frozen solid a short time ago, was thawing with surprising speed. Geveral felt as though a smothering blanket had been thrown over him. Panting from the stifling heat, he kicked out the fire. Keir must be growing overheated too.

But when Geveral went to remove the sleeping boy’s blankets, he found him more than warm. His cheeks, cold and pale only minutes ago, were now scarlet. His hair was matted with sweat.

Laying a hand to the child’s forehead, Geveral discovered he was impossibly hot to the touch. Something had sent the boy’s body temperature rising to an unnatural level. Heat emanated from him like a furnace until Geveral had to back away or be scorched. How was the heat not setting Keir ablaze?

With urgent speed, Geveral tore down the roof of the shelter and toppled one of the walls, letting in an icy blast of mountain wind.

It seemed to help. Within minutes, the heat lessened. Geveral, now daring to approach the child again, found the redness had gone from his face. Keir and the furs he lay among were soaked in sweat. But he was no longer dangerously warm.

Cautiously Geveral repaired the damaged shelter, but he did not rebuild the fire. The mild heat the child continued to put off was sufficient to protect them both from the cold.

Overcome by exhaustion after having spent the previous night searching for survivors, Geveral finally curled up on the ground to sleep. But despite his weariness, sleep would not come. Not while the deaths of his companions still weighed heavily on him. Not while he had no notion what was to be done next or how he was going to keep the injured Keir alive through the days ahead. Briefly he wondered where Eydis was and what had become of her since they had separated. He hoped she fared better than he did.

“I am a Drejian from over the mountain.”

The statement, spoken into the silence, interrupted his thoughts.

Keir was awake. The boy was gazing at him unblinkingly from across the remains of the dead fire.

Relieved to see the child looking stronger, Geveral tried not to show he had doubted his survival just a short time ago. “What’s that you say?” he asked.

“Earlier you asked what I am,” came the response.

Geveral had not realized at the time the boy was awake to hear him. He had seemed completely unaware.

The dryad searched for something to say that would not remind young Keir of the ordeal of the past few hours. There would be time enough to think of that later.

“A Drejian?” he asked at length. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“Not many have,” Keir answered, his face expressionless. “My people are a race of dragonkin from the far side of the Arxus Mountains. Or so it was explained to me by the family who raised me. I suppose you have noticed I am not like them.”

“The other children?” Geveral asked.

“The dwarves,” Keir clarified. “I was found wandering, lost or abandoned, in the mountains near Runehaven. No one knew how I came to be there, alone, on the wrong side of the mountain. A dwarf family took me in and eventually sent me to Asincourt to be educated with other children. But I always knew I was not really one of them.”

“Because of your wings,” Geveral guessed.

“You saw them?”

So the boy had not been awake for everything then.

At Geveral’s nod, Keir continued. “Yes, because of my wings. And… other things.”

Geveral asked, “Are the wings painful?”

“Only when they first came in,” Keir answered. “But they do not hurt me anymore. I’ve not had them long. A few weeks only. That’s why they are small. But they will not stay weak much longer. I have felt them grow and strengthen every day since you rescued us, you and the other catalyst.”

Geveral didn’t try to hide his surprise. “What do you know about catalysts?” he asked. “Did someone tell you that’s what Eydis and I are?”

“In a way, yes. Someone did tell me. The voices tell me many things. They have told me for as long as I can remember that my ending up on the wrong side of the mountain is no accident. That Lythnia and the whole of Earth Realm have need of me. That I was born for a very special purpose. And now my living through the avalanche confirms it. Fate will not let me die until my purpose is fulfilled. And it will be fulfilled soon. I can feel it. Every day my destiny creeps closer. Every day more is revealed to me.”

Geveral stirred uneasily, wondering how much of these strange ramblings were due to the boy’s head injury. “You should rest now,” he said, changing the subject. “There will be time to consider the future later.”

He rolled onto his back and tried to get comfortable, signaling the end of the conversation.

But Keir wasn’t ready for silence yet. “Are the others dead?” he asked. “All the women and children?”

Geveral stared at the makeshift roof flapping in the wind. “Yes.”

The boy asked no more questions after that. Soon the sound of his even breathing announced he had fallen asleep again.

But there was no rest for Geveral. He lay awake a long time, reliving the events of the previous night and seeing again the faces of the innocents his magic had killed.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Orrick



 

So this was it. The topmost tiers of the famous temple of Silverwood Grove rose above the treetops in the distance.

Orrick had little faith in what he would find there. He was not like the many pathetic pilgrims he had passed on the road these past few days, going to Silverwood to beg for miracles from the great oracle. Orrick had little patience with such superstition.

What he did believe, what he had been unable to deny since the fall of Asincourt, was that he was at a crossroads. While he was with Eydis, his path had been clear. Follow the obstinate girl around and cater to her delusional ideas about saving the world until he could pry from her the information he needed.

But the battle of Asincourt had changed everything. With his help, Eydis and the dryad had escaped, together with the women and children, while the seclusionary fell and all its defenders with it. All save one.

Disguising himself as one of the dead, Orrick had managed to escape the fate of the other defenders and had succeeded in slipping away from the seclusionary, now overrun by undead soldiers.

But there had been no time to celebrate his survival. In the first town he passed through after leaving the seclusionary, he was recognized as a wanted man. A reward had been placed on his head after his break from the prison of Morta den ’Cairn. The past had caught up to him. Naturally he took to the road right away. But his steps had been haunted ever since by a particularly determined thieftaker. Orrick had kept on the move, abandoning Lythnia’s major highways in favor of smaller country roads. Still, he could not outrun all pursuers forever.

The situation had forced him to arrive at a quick decision. His options were limited. One possibility was to forget Eydis and her heroic schemes. He had his own troubles to deal with, after all. Namely the false charge of treason leveled against him by both Lythnia and his own country of Kroad. He could flee across the Krodian border and plead his case there. But he was as hated in his own country as this one, at least until he could produce convincing evidence of his innocence.

That left the choice of leaving both countries and living out his days like a wild man in the wilderness of the Lostlands. But that plan was little better than suicide for he would not survive long in that foul place.

He even briefly considered the possibility of crossing the Arxus Mountains to the safety of the provinces beyond. By all accounts, folk in the backwoods of Ellesus and Cros had little knowledge of the happenings in the rest of the world. News of the betrayal of Endguard would not have reached them there. But he had no desire to live the rest of his life in hiding. Better to dig up the evidence that would clear his name and allow him to face his enemies. In no other way would he achieve vengeance against the true betrayers of Kroad and its Lythnian ally.

That was the line of thinking that brought him here at last, traveling the well-worn path to Silverwood Grove. Because to prove the truth, he needed the one other living witness to the fall of Endguard, Arik the One-Eyed. And to find Arik, he needed Eydis, last seen disappearing into a tunnel leading he did not know where.

Only it wasn’t exactly Eydis he needed. It was information. And hadn’t Eydis told him she got her knowledge and visions from the sacred pool in Silverwood Grove?

He might not place much faith in these things, but he had witnessed enough unlikely occurrences in Eydis’s company to realize there was something to the girl’s story. And if this sacred pool of hers had told her where to find Arik the One-Eyed, he would force it to tell him the same.

This was his mission at Silverwood.

The sun was halfway through the sky by the time he left the dusty road behind and entered the cool shadows. The Grove was situated a little distance off from the temple itself and consisted of a man-made pool, ringed by trees. The pool was walled with stones and framed by ancient columns festooned with drooping moss. Earth and greenery had encroached over the surrounding paving stones until they blended with the natural surroundings. The overgrowth and general dilapidation of the pool and columns created a feeling that this was an ancient place, forgotten by time.

But it was not forgotten by people. There were a handful of white-robed women hovering about the pool, attendants of some sort. Orrick did not know what their purpose was, and he had no use for them.

Hot and dusty after his long journey, he went straight for the pool.

On seeing his intention to enter the water, one of the white-robed attendants made as if to bar his way.

She spoke in a hush, but her words were firm. “You cannot enter the sacred pool so attired, pilgrim.”

“I am no pilgrim,” Orrick said, brushing past her. “But if there are answers to be found in this mystical mudhole, I will have them.”

He stepped over the lip of the pool and waded into the waters. He had been mistaken in describing it as a mudhole, he realized, as he splashed deeper into the pool. The water lapping around his knees was clean and crystal-clear. The only murkiness he detected was around the edges of the pool where it looked like something had stirred beneath the surface. He caught a glimpse of green scales swirling beneath the water. And then they were gone, disappearing from sight. It appeared his noisy arrival had startled away a large fish or other creature.

But he did not come all this distance to be frightened away by some slimy eel. He continued on until the water reached his waist.

The pool attendants were beginning to make a commotion back on the bank, seemingly wanting him to come out of the water. Who would have thought they would be so greedy with their precious pool?

Well, no matter. Closing his ears to their complaints, he drew a last deep breath and plunged beneath the surface, swimming out until the pool deepened and the bottom dropped away.

All was still below the water. The only sounds were the thud of his heartbeat, magnified in his ears, and the hissing of little bubbles streaming out of his clothing and hair to dance their way toward the surface.

Now what? How had Eydis forced the pool to give up its secrets when she was here?

He closed his eyes and concentrated on the answers he had come seeking.

Something moved in the water around him, its scales brushing against his outstretched hand. Probably a curious fish. Attempting to ignore the intrusion, he centered his thoughts on his demands. On the information this cursed pool must give up.

Suddenly, roughly, something grabbed hold of him, dragging him down.

Orrick’s eyes flew open. For an instant he thought he was in the grip of some wild dream. For the creature he glimpsed was unlike anything he had encountered in the waking world. A fearsome blend of woman and fish, she had a female form, covered in green scales. He caught the flash of her eyes, wide and opaque, through a mass of green mosslike hair.

She was pulling him down to the dark depths of the pool, a cold place where the warmth and sunlight from above did not penetrate. His air supply was rapidly depleting, and in a rush of understanding, he saw that was her intention. To drown him.

Struggling against the water monster, he kicked his way free of her grasp. Only to find another such creature had arrived.

Lungs aching for air, he had no time to fight this one.

Drawing a knife from his boot, he slashed the water monster across her scaly green belly. Instantly a purple ink-like substance streamed from the wound and clouded the water.

He seized the opportunity while both creatures were distracted to paddle toward the glow of daylight filtering down from above. It was a long way to the top, and his vision was going fuzzy around the edges.

At last his head broke the surface. Choking, he sucked in gasps of air until the pain in his chest subsided. After the shadows below, the sudden burst of sunlight was so blinding it took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust.

But he could not keep floating here, resting and catching his breath. Those water creatures were still down there and could appear again at any moment, dragging him back to the depths.

He made for the bank, swimming with strong strokes until the water grew shallow. He hauled himself over the edge of the pool and onto the paving stones. Then he slung his wet hair out of his eyes and coughed up foul-tasting water.

It took him a moment to recover enough to notice the silence. A hush had fallen over the pool attendants gathered around. He followed their gazes to the sacred pool. The water, so clear a short time ago, was now dark, stained purple with the blood of the monster he had stabbed.

As he watched, a ripple spread across the water and then, slowly, a still form surfaced. The green-scaled creature, the slash in her stomach still weeping purple blood, floated across the shallows to bump gently against the stone lip of the pool.


CHAPTER NINE


There was movement among the crowd of attendants. A newcomer had arrived, bearing an air of authority. The others parted to make way for her. She was not dressed like the rest but wore a loose wrap of patterned silk, gathered with a fringed cord beneath her breasts. A long silver braid trailed down one shoulder.

She stalked across the paving stones and dropped to her knees at the side of the pool, examining the motionless water creature for signs of life.

There was a short pause before she proclaimed gravely, “She is gone. There is no help for her.”

The other attendants gasped and murmured.

Orrick did not share their dismay. He thought about his knife, dropped during the underwater struggle, and weighed the risks of going back into the water to retrieve it. But there was still at least one other water monster down there, and he would not like to fight the thing with his bare hands. Not in those shadowed depths where he could scarcely tell up from down. Best to let the knife go.

A pair of bare feet appeared at the edge of the puddle of water streaming from his dripping clothing. His gaze moved up the statuesque form looming over him to the stern face above.

“You have murdered one of the guardians of the sacred pool,” pronounced the new arrival with the long braid. “You must leave these grounds at once.”

Orrick made no move to obey.

Instead, he pulled off his soggy boots and dumped the water out of them. “I was cheated by this pool of yours,” he informed the head attendant. “I was promised visions of the future, but all I got was a pair of she-monsters trying to drown me.”

Outrage dripped from the attendant’s voice. “If the pool guardians attempted your destruction, it was because your heart is impure. You lack reverence and are unworthy of the ground on which you stand.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “But now that I’ve failed to get answers out of your sacred pool, I’ll have to demand them from the oracle herself. I usually haven’t much use for oracles. But the way Eydis went on about this one, there must be something to her.”

The head attendant sputtered indignantly. “Her Wisdom does not reveal herself to barbarians and unbelievers.”

“And yet she will reveal herself to me,” he answered determinedly. “Where can I find her? Up at the temple?”

He did not wait for an answer but dragged his boots back on and left the gaping attendants still clustered around the dead pool guardian.

Only the head attendant with the long braid scurried after him, protesting his intrusion on sacred ground.

Ignoring her objections, he followed the winding path leading away from the pool in its secluded grove and up toward the temple. The pebbled way was lined on either side with gold-blossomed trees. Bells dangled from their slender branches, creating a musical chime with every breeze. The surrounding lawn was well tended and scattered with flowerbeds and gently splashing fountains.

Here he got his first close look at the Temple of Tranquility. It was a beautiful yet simple structure with a multi-inclined roof sweeping to high peaks at the corners. Outdoor staircases wound around the outer walls of the building. Those walls were pale marble, veined with gold that glittered beneath the sun’s rays.

The walk up the garden path and the white marble steps to the temple porch might have been a pleasant one if not for the chafing of his wet clothing and the incessant berating from the sour-faced woman at his side.

At the front of the porch, tall dragon-carved double doors stood before him, flanked on either side by a mismatched pair of ugly doglike statues. Orrick didn’t bother knocking, suspecting he would be refused entry, if the angry woman at his side was any indication of his reception here.

He strode up to the great doors and threw them open. Entering the tiled hall inside, he found a cool, well-lit interior. Past the vestibule, the floor was scattered with rush mats and occasional cushions for seating. Here and there stood low tables and freestanding vases of lilies. There were no other furnishings. Slits high in the walls admitted soft breezes and muffled voices from outside.

The hall was mostly empty but for a few female attendants who were standing about, conversing quietly. All fell silent as the crashing of the double doors echoed from walls to ceiling.

In the ensuing silence, the voice of his companion rushing in after him seemed especially sharp. “Take them off! For the First Mother’s sake, take them off!” she demanded.

She was indicating his boots, muddy from the walk up the path.

“One does not bring the filth of the outside world into the presence of the great oracle,” she said, snatching a pair of ridiculously delicate slippers from a basket near the door and offering them to him. They were obviously made for the small feet of a woman.

“Where are all the men?” Orrick asked, passing over her offering and surveying the clusters of gaping attendants.

“We have none,” the head attendant answered shortly. “The pool is for male and female pilgrims alike but men are not admitted into the temple, except by special order of the oracle.”

Her downturned mouth and the hardness of her granite gray eyes reminded him he was not one of those welcome exceptions.

She might have been pretty, this sharp-tongued attendant, if her expression was not so sour. The contrast between her smooth skin, hinting at youth, and her silvery hair, suggesting more mature years, made for a striking mix.

But there was nothing attractive in the disapproving way she assessed him. The earlier fire had gone out of her eyes, replaced by a cool distaste. She had the look of a woman not accustomed to being removed from her usual position of control.

“Where can I find the oracle?” he asked her again. “It will save us both a lot of time, attendant, if I am not forced to turn every room of this temple upside down in search of her.”

The woman’s expression became, if possible, even chillier. “I am not ‘attendant’. I am Server Parthenia, primary advisor and companion to the oracle.”

“Good,” he answered unapologetically. “Then you can get me in to meet with her.”

Server Parthenia’s upper lip twitched contemptuously. “Her Wisdom does not answer demands for an audience. If you would see her, you must make a respectful request and await her answer, like everyone else.”

“And how long will that take?” he asked but cut her off before she could answer. “Never mind. I’ll find her myself.”

“Wait!”

He paused while she considered him, scowling.

Clearly this Server Parthenia did not like the idea of his exploring the temple unsupervised, but neither did she know how to remove him from the place.

At length she said, “It may be the oracle will want to see the destroyer of the sacred pool’s guardian. I will consult her and discover her wishes. You may follow me.”

She led him from the great chamber and down a corridor. At the end, their way was barred by a thick door made of some kind of sparkling stone. Two silent attendants stood like sentinels on either side of the entrance.

“Wait out here while I announce your desire to see the oracle,” said Server Parthenia.

But Orrick had exceeded his store of patience for the day. The attendants made no move to stop him as he brushed past them and dragged open the heavy door.

The darkness that confronted him in the next room was startling after the light and open atmosphere of the rest of the temple. Stepping into the shadows, Orrick paused to take in his surroundings and let his eyes adjust to the dim lighting. Looking at the thickly constructed walls, he had the strange sense of stepping into a dungeon. The room was cold and damp, moisture glistening on the walls beneath the flickering light of torches mounted at intervals around the room.

It was unnatural, the chill in this place. There were great caldrons, positioned like braziers to line the path down the center of the floor to the raised dais ahead. But instead of coal and flame, the caldrons held blocks of ice, cooling the air to an uncomfortable degree. Orrick wondered briefly how the ice was acquired at this time of year, so far from the mountains. Still wet from the pool, he felt goose bumps form on his flesh.

The dais at the head of the room was empty.

For a moment Orrick thought he was alone in the chamber but for Server Parthenia and the watching attendants at his back.

Then he caught a glimpse of movement at the far side of the room. A strange figure shrouded in a trailing black veil was slowly circling the chamber, following the curve of the walls. An old woman perhaps? Although he could make out no details, Orrick thought the old one’s posture suggested weariness. Her shoulders were slumped as though she carried a great weight.

He crossed the room to approach the figure. “You there,” he called, his voice echoing from the floor stones to the ceiling.

The old woman came to a standstill at his approach. Shoulders stiffening, she straightened to her full height, lifting her head to meet his gaze.

Orrick faltered beneath the dark, penetrating eyes that were like shadowy pools beneath her veil. Although he towered head and shoulders above her, he suddenly felt it was she who looked down on him.

“I seek the oracle,” he repeated, less sure of himself this time.

“Then you have found her.” The woman’s voice was higher and younger than he had expected, but it emanated intelligence and strength.

She reached up to draw back her veil in a single smooth motion.

Orrick stared. The creature before him was unlike any he had ever seen. He hesitated to think her a woman, any more than the she-creatures of the sacred pool had been ordinary women. This oracle had the face and form of a girl of no more than fourteen or fifteen years old. But her skin was an unnatural violet hue. Delicate designs traced patterns across her face and arms. Whether they were painted by nature or human hand it was impossible to guess. Her head was bald beneath the thin veil. A simple strip of cloth covered her from waist to knees and a similar cloth bound her breasts. Her arms were folded across her chest now, but she had a second pair of arms that hung limp at her sides. All four arms were weighted with brass bangles at wrists and elbows, matching the brass collar around her throat.

Orrick voiced his thoughts, not caring whether he offended this freakish-looking female. “What are you?”

Her stony expression did not change, her lashless eyes failing to widen at his frankness. They were solid black, the eyes of a night creature.

“What am I? Men like you have been trying to determine that since my birth,” she answered. “As an infant, some would have destroyed me for my unsightly appearance. But they were fearful and foolish, and I have no time to waste on cowardly fools. I hope I do not deal with one now.”

Her gaze flicked over him, assessing. “Walk with me,” she continued. She turned abruptly, as if to resume her circuit of the room.

Orrick did not move. “I haven’t come to pace circles,” he called at her back.

“No, you came to murder a precious guardian of my sacred pool,” she spat, whirling to face him again. “She was one of the ancients who have kept the pool for more years than any mortal has drawn breath.”

“Yet now she floats at the top of the pool like a bloated fish,” he responded easily. “So it seems your she-monster was not quite immortal after all.”

Before the oracle could respond, Server Parthenia interrupted. Orrick had all but forgotten the server’s presence.

“Your Wisdom, this barbarian causes you distress,” said Parthenia. “Shall I take him away so you may rest?”

The oracle eyedguide her coldly. “If I rest, I will sleep, and I have not slept since the scepter fell into danger. I will not sleep still, until it is safe in my hands. No, I must be wakeful. And for that, I must trudge.”

She turned away from both of them then and resumed her trek around the room.

Although her back and shoulders were straight this time, Orrick recognized her pace as one of resigned weariness. He noted signs of wear in the floor, as though she had tread this same path a thousand times before, in her strange quest to punish her mind and body with lack of sleep. Was this also her purpose in placing the chunks of ice around the room to bring down the temperature? Was it another means of keeping herself uncomfortable?

Clearly, this oracle was madder than he had reckoned.

And yet she was the only one who might possess the answers to his questions.

He caught up to her in a few strides and fell into step alongside her.

“Why did the pool creature attack me?” he asked. “I leapt into the pool to find a vision, as Eydis did. What I got instead was a slimy she-eel dragging me down to the depths.”

The oracle kept her gaze fixed ahead. “The guardian attempted your destruction because your heart was impure. Without faith, you had no right to enter the pool.”

“Eydis did.”

“Eydis believed. That is why she was granted glimpses of the future and the present. Besides, Eydis is not like other mortals. She is a catalyst.”

“She claims I am one too,” he pointed out.

“Maybe,” the oracle said noncommittally. “But Eydis is on the side of the First Mother. Whereas the ‘Betrayer of Blood’ is as likely to be a force for evil as for good. Your allegiances are not yet clear, Orrick of Kroad.”

He frowned. “My only allegiance is to myself. And how do you know who I am?”

She shrugged. “I am an oracle, am I not?”

“If you know my name, then you must also guess why I have come. I need to locate the one man who can clear me of a false charge of treason. Arik the One-Eyed. Eydis promised to give me his location, but she never got the chance. Your sacred pool also failed me. And so I come to you for the answer.”

She made an impatient gesture. “Do I look like some cheap teller of fortunes at a village festival? I do not ply my talents for your entertainment or convenience. I live to serve the Mother.”

“Then serve her by helping me,” he demanded, coming to an abrupt stop. “I did my part defending Asincourt from the undead army, and I was promised a reward. Keep that promise or risk the wrath of the light you claim to honor.”

The oracle paused, looking thoughtful. After a moment, she appeared to come to a decision. “Kneel down,” she demanded. “I will look into your future and see whether it holds anything of this Arik the One-Eyed.”

It went against Orrick’s instincts to take to his knees. But the oracle was unarmed, a slightly built creature who posed him no threat.

So, grudgingly, he lowered one knee to the cold stone floor.

The oracle clasped his head in all four of her hands. They were cold hands and surprisingly strong.

For an instant an icy sensation rippled over Orrick. It was an uncomfortable tingling feeling, like a chill breeze passing over him, making the hairs on his arms and neck stand up. He felt something sharp prodding at the edges of his mind. An intrusive, controlling presence.

“Enough.” He sprang to his feet, not caring whether she was finished or not. “You have had your chance to poke about in my mind. What is it you have found? Where is Arik?”

“A city called Castidon, in the rainy part of the country.”

He blinked at the answer. “Arik is in Castidon? What would he be doing in the wetlands?”

“Not your one-eyed friend,” the oracle corrected. “Eydis is in Castidon. I have foreseen a possible future in which she will have need of you there. Go defend her in her quest, if you can. If you do not arrive in time to save her, at least bring me the object she carries.”

Anger rose in Orrick. “I am done with your quests. If Eydis wishes to continue chasing this mad destiny you have set out for her, that is for her to decide. But I will have no further entanglements with Silverwood Grove.”

“Think again, Kroadian,” the oracle said. “I placed a tracing mark in you just now. This gives me the ability to track your whereabouts and to pass them on to the local authorities at any time. As you are a wanted man, I am sure a number of enemies would be happy to receive word of your location. I think you would not survive long in their keeping.”

Orrick’s mind went immediately to a certain thieftaker.

Seeing the uneasy way he dusted his hands over himself, the oracle gave a mirthless smile. “The tracing mark is not a physical thing to be located on your person and removed. I have planted it in your mind. Only when you have returned to me with the object I seek will it be lifted.”

Anger flared in Orrick. In an instant, he lashed out at the treacherous oracle.

But quicker than the blink of an eye, she caught his arm, stopping his fist. Her grip was unnaturally powerful, her slender fingers like bands of steel. Or bands of magic.

Amazed, Orrick realized for the first time what a truly inhuman thing she was.

When she released her hold on him, red marks stood out on the flesh of his forearm.

As confused as he was angry, Orrick backed away from the violet-skinned figure and stumbled toward the door.

Server Parthenia called out something to him, but he paid her no attention.

He heard only the oracle’s voice ringing across the chamber. “Remember, bring me the scepter and the tracing mark will be removed.”

Closing his ears to her demands, he passed through the door and into the corridor outside. A short time ago he had been impatient for an audience with the oracle. Now he could not escape that witch or her temple quickly enough.


CHAPTER TEN


Parthenia



 

When the door slammed closed behind the barbarian, Server Parthenia found herself alone with the oracle.

She tried not to shiver in the icy-cold chamber. If the oracle could endure physical discomforts to maintain greater oneness with the Mother, so too could she.

“Do you think the Kroadian will impede our efforts?” she asked.

The oracle tilted her head to one side. “My reading of Orrick of Kroad is obscured. I cannot see where he goes or what drives him there. Even his past is unclear.”

“Perhaps it is as well he refuses to cooperate with us,” Parthenia suggested. “Look at what he did to the pool garden. He is a murderer from a land of flesh-eating barbarians. And a traitor to his country and ours if reports are to be believed. Perhaps it would be for the best to betray him to the authorities. He belongs in prison. Or better still, his head belongs on a pike.”

“That may be,” the oracle answered. “But his past is unimportant if the Mother has plans for him. He would not be the first imperfect tool put to her use.”

Parthenia bowed her head at the subtle rebuke.

The oracle continued. “The mistress of masks has separated from her party and fled from the mountains in fear. I cannot tell what dark cloud pursues her, but I have seen grave danger awaiting her in Castidon. The scepter is not safe with her. It must be brought to me, where it can be kept out of the reach of Rathnakar.”

Parthenia said, “She carries the relic in the wrong direction.”

“First to the mountains,” the oracle agreed. “Then she traveled swiftly to the wetlands by some means not visible to me. I suspect Eydis does not yet realize the power of what she holds.”

“Or perhaps she does realize and we have been deceived,” suggested Parthenia. “Could it be that she has fallen under the sway of the Raven King?”

The oracle dismissed the idea. “She is no servant of Rathnakar. Such dark deceit could not be hidden from me.”

Parthenia bit back the observation that many things seemed to be hidden from the oracle of late.

“If we are confident of Eydis’s loyalty,” Parthenia asked, “what then can she be doing in Castidon? Why does she not come here for instructions?”

The oracle’s brow furrowed. “She has emotional ties. Some manner of unfinished business lies in Castidon. I sensed it when last she was in my presence. Her heart draws her to Castidon, whether she knows as much or not. It is our misfortune that the scepter has been drawn there too, far from my reach. But it will not remain so.”

Parthenia did not hide her surprise. “Then you think the barbarian will follow your orders after all? You do not believe what he said, that he is done with our cause?”

The oracle’s gaze grew fixed, as if she peered into the future. “The betrayer of blood may be done with us,” she murmured. “But I am not yet done with him.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Orrick



 

The sun sank lower in the sky, and the shadows of the surrounding trees grew deeper. Soon it would be too dark to travel this lightly beaten path through the wood.

But Orrick was not prepared to make camp yet. His skin was still crawling after his visit to the oracle, and he was anxious to put more miles between him and that place. He had been a fool to go there.

“Never trust magic or those who wield it,” he muttered under his breath.

Hadn’t that rule always stood him in good stead? He had let desperation get the better of him. Desperation to locate Arik the One-Eyed. Desperation to stay one step ahead of those who hunted him.

And now he was paying for it. He rubbed his forehead, as if he could somehow scrub away the cold bundle of awareness riding around inside his brain. He could feel it, the tracing mark the oracle had buried there. He tried to tell himself it was his imagination. That the treacherous witch was only bluffing.

But he did not believe in his own reassurances. Something was different since the oracle had laid her hands on him. Her filthy magic clung to him, burrowing inside his skull.

Wondering if she could see him now, wondering just how perfectly this tracing mark of hers could pinpoint his location, kept him moving at a fast clip.

The thieftaker who hunted him was still out there somewhere, and who was to say the oracle was not pointing him or someone like him in Orrick’s direction even now?

No, slowing down was not an option. Not even when the dusk deepened and the path at his feet became all but invisible. It was a dense forest he cut through, not ideal for traveling. But he had not dared take the better-traveled road that would have allowed him to avoid this wood. Too many unfriendly eyes could potentially be watching that way. He was safer beneath the looming shadows of the trees.

A breeze stirred through the wood, rustling the branches overhead. A distant sound was carried on the wind, the hum of indistinct voices.

Orrick froze, listening.

Although he could not make out their words across the distance, the voices were definitely raised in anger. There was a brief exchange, followed by noises Orrick knew well. The clear ringing of steel meeting steel.

Orrick hurried toward the sounds of conflict, dodging trees and crashing through the underbrush. At last he reached the edge of a moonlit clearing.

Here, a handful of shadowy figures dueled with swords and pikes. Orrick identified several of the men by their ragged clothing and clumsy brawling style as highway thieves.

These cutpurses seemed to be arrayed against only two opponents. One of the outnumbered pair had the height and build of a boy. Although his face was unclear in this light, the hesitation in his movements marked him as a youngling.

His partner was older and more sturdily built. He wore a hooded gray robe that swirled around him as he fought and handled a great sword with the skill of one who knew how to use it.

But the strength and agility of the gray-robed man was no match for sheer numbers. The brigands were surrounding the warrior, wearing him down. It was clear he could not defend himself and the boy much longer.

Even as Orrick watched unnoticed, one of the brigands knocked the weapon of the frightened-looking boy from his hand. The wooden stave flew through the air to land at Orrick’s feet.

Short sword raised, the brigand advanced on the now unarmed boy. The gray-robed warrior was not near enough to come to the youngling’s aid this time. In another instant it would be all over for the boy.

Unthinkingly, Orrick snatched up the youngling’s weapon and charged into the fray, swinging the stick into the skull of the brigand. There was a satisfying thwhacking sound as flesh and wood connected. The brigand slumped to the ground, having never seen what hit him.

Orrick tossed the stave back into the hands of the startled-looking boy, who appeared unsure whether he was being rescued or falling under some new attack.

Relieving the unconscious cutpurse of his short sword, Orrick turned on the half-dozen brigands surrounding the gray-robed warrior.

With surprise on his side, Orrick was able to fell two of the men from behind before they even realized a new enemy had entered the fight. As the others saw they had a new foe to contend with and turned to meet him, the gray-robed warrior took advantage of their confusion. With a single sweep of his silver blade, he lopped off the head of one thief. Then he stabbed another in the back.

The remaining thieves, faced with Orrick at their front and the formidable warrior at their backs, appeared to decide they had gotten more than they bargained for. They exchanged glances and then broke and ran, leaving their dead comrades behind.

Uninterested in pursuing the fight, Orrick allowed the pair to rush past him.

They quickly disappeared into the gloom of the forest.

In the lull that followed, Orrick and the gray-robed warrior eyed one another warily.

“It seems we owe you our lives, stranger,” said the one in the gray robe. “Unless you saved us from that band of highway thieves only to rob us yourself? In which case I must warn that you will not find us easy prey.”

“No, I expect I would not,” answered Orrick, noting that despite his neutral tone, the gray-robed man still held his bloodstained sword at the ready.

“You fight well. Like a soldier,” Orrick observed. “You could not acquire such training here in Lythnia. The cowardly people of this soft country are not noted for their fighting skill.”

“Neither are you Lythnian born then,” came the reply. “Judging by your obvious contempt for the locals.”

Orrick lowered his blade as the other man showed no sign of rushing him. “I am a Kroadian on the wrong side of the border. My people have an uneasy alliance with the Lythnians, as both our countries border the cursed Lostlands. In these parts, mutual enemies make for unlikely friends.”

“Then I shall count myself lucky to have encountered one such unlikely friend,” said the gray-robed man. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Hadrian of the provinces, and this is my young companion, Jarrod.”

He indicated the youngling, who joined them cautiously. From the suspicious way the boy watched him, Orrick sensed the youth was of a more suspicious nature than his older companion.

“I do not like to impose on our short acquaintance,” continued the one called Hadrian. “But could I ask you to lead us out of these woods? You seem familiar with the way, and I am not confident the worthless rogues who attacked us will not return soon with more of their kind. We carry little of value. But this is not the first time a pack of forest thieves has mistaken me for rich pickings.”

He smiled mysteriously, as if amused by some memory from the past.

Shrugging, Orrick agreed with the suggestion, and they left the clearing behind.

“May I ask why you intervened on our behalf?” Hadrian asked as they traveled. “Have you some quarrel of your own with the brigands?”

Orrick considered the question. The truth was, he did not know why he had defended the travelers. “I admired the way you defended yourself against overwhelming odds,” he decided. “Besides, I lost my sword sometime back, and this looked like as good an opportunity as any to replace it.”

He did not mention the weapon he had lost in Asincourt was far superior to the ill-fashioned stabbing sword he acquired from the fallen brigand.

Hadrian appeared to accept his unlikely explanation and changed the subject. “I have yet to learn the name of the man I have to thank for our rescue.”

Orrick hesitated. But these two were strangers to the country, and it seemed unlikely they would know his name or recognize him as a wanted criminal.

“I am Orrick.”

“And are you a soldier yourself, Orrick?” asked Hadrian. “A mercenary fighter perhaps?”

“Something like that,” Orrick said, uncomfortable with the prying questions.

“You asked about my training,” Hadrian reminded him. “I am a former priest of the blade, now turned humble scholar. My young friend and I hail from the tiny wooded province of Ellessus on the other side of the mountains. We crossed over into Lythnia some weeks ago to make a study of the local culture and the history of magickers in the area.”

Orrick scowled. “If you would learn about magic wielders, you are traveling in the wrong direction. The temple of Silverwood Grove, where dwells the greatest witch of them all, lies behind us. But you will not find me traveling that way again.”

Before the inquisitive priest could ask why, Orrick came to a stop at the top of a gentle rise. “This would be a good place to make camp,” he advised. “These woods are dangerous after dark, as you have learned already. But with the brigands behind us, this spot will offer a good vantage point against any future attacks.”

“We can take turns keeping watch throughout the night,” Hadrian agreed.

Orrick had not realized until this moment that he was attaching himself to their party. But he supposed he might as well share their company, at least for the night.

Besides, his belly was rumbling. Perhaps this priest and the boy would have something to eat in the fat traveling packs they carried.


* * *




It turned out his two new companions were as well provisioned as Orrick had hoped. That night around the campfire, Orrick enjoyed a better meal than any he’d had in weeks. The priest, Hadrian, even supplied ground beans, which he boiled in water to create a sweet drink he called savrii.

Hadrian proved to be a talkative man, who freely shared stories from his past. From his conversation, Orrick gathered that priests in the provinces were much like adherents in Lythnia, except less prone to walling themselves off in lonely isolatioms and seclusionaries. And if this Hadrian was anything to go by, they were more agreeable and practical folk.

The boy, Jarrod, was mysterious. Orrick noticed that although the youngling listened to his older companion talk, the lad had little to say for himself. He seemed preoccupied and kept fingering a peculiar bit of jewelry he wore about his neck. It appeared to be an iridescent dragon’s scale dangling from a chain.

“The boy’s life has taken many unexpected turns lately,” Hadrian confided quietly to Orrick. “His brother has recently died. After that, an individual Jarrod expected to be his mentor passed him off into my care. With good reason, as his guardian had her own matters to work through. But nonetheless confusing for the lad.”

“This former guardian of his was a friend of yours?” asked Orrick.

“Ilan is many things,” Hadrian said. “My former pupil. An outlaw and a war hero. But yes, ‘friend’ is how I think of her most.”

“And yet you have left her behind in your provinces,” observed Orrick.

“Our story is a long one,” Hadrian said evasively. “I would rather hear yours.”

Orrick drained his mug of savrii. He was getting used to the sickly sweet drink. “What makes you think there is any story to me?”

“No life is an empty page,” Hadrian answered. “If you have lived, you have a story to tell.”

Orrick eyed him him warily. “Perhaps my story is not meant to be shared.”

“Because all dangers are not yet passed?” guessed the priest. “Because old deeds haunt you still?”

“You know nothing of my deeds,” Orrick grumbled.

“No. Only what I read from a wanted notice in the last town we passed through.”

Orrick started.

Hadrian’s expression said the reaction confirmed his suspicions. “I thought that was you in the sketch I saw. I have a good memory for faces. Even the faces of strangers. But you need have no fear I will betray you for the reward. You saved Jarrod’s life and mine tonight. For that you have earned your own, as far as I am concerned.”

Orrick scowled, despite the reassurance. “I was unjustly accused. I have committed crimes in my life, but treason and cowardice are not among them.”

Hadrian nodded. “I’ve had enough entanglements with folk living outside the law to know there are two sides to every tale. You say you are no villain, and I will take your word for it.”

Orrick relaxed slightly. “I did not say I’m no villain. Only that I’m no betrayer.”

For some reason his thoughts went to Eydis as he said this. By now she must surely realize he had not betrayed her when he threw her off that wall during the battle of Asincourt. He had been trying to save her. Something he probably would have done even if he had not been paid to do so by the strange, hooded man who had approached him in the tavern in Asincourt town.

What that man’s intention had been in protecting Eydis, Orrick still did not know. He also could not say why the oracle was so insistent he go to Eydis now. The fiery redhead seemed to draw the interest of an awful lot of people. People Orrick suspected did not always have her best interests in mind.

“Something troubles you,” Hadrian observed.

Orrick did not like the uncanny way the other man appeared to sense the direction of his thoughts. Nevertheless, he found himself in an unaccustomed mood of uncertainty. Usually he knew what he wanted and what he must do to get it. But ever since meeting the one who called herself the “mistress of masks” and hearing himself named the “betrayer of blood,” his confidence had been shaken.

He rubbed irritably at his forehead, thinking of the tracing mark planted inside his skull.

“Someone I do not trust has… applied pressure on me to go to the aid of another person who may be in trouble,” he found himself admitting. “But I have my own enemies to deal with and my innocence to prove. I cannot afford to be distracted.”

Hadrian scratched his stubbled chin. “Is the one in danger someone you care about?”

Orrick dodged the question. “It is a headstrong adherent-in-training who has been a nuisance to me since the day I met her. But she also helped me escape prison once.”

Hadrian tilted his head. “Then it seems your duty is clear. Whether you trust the one who sends you or not, you must help this friend of yours.”

“What other answer could I expect from a priest?” growled Orrick.

But privately he knew it was the answer he had been destined to arrive at all along.


* * *




Orrick parted company with the priest and the boy the following morning after pointing them toward the safest road to their destination. For himself, he would travel another way. Castidon and the wetlands lay to the east, and it was there he now knew he must go.

He traveled hard that day, covering the distance as quickly as possible.

It was not only the oracle’s warning that Eydis was in danger that lent urgency to his steps. He was growing more and more aware of the tracing mark he carried. At first subtle, its presence was becoming impossible to ignore. It drove him, pulsing inside his skull, filling him with restlessness. He was a prisoner to the thing, and somehow he knew it would give him no peace until he reached Castidon.

It was as the sun was sinking on his second day on the road that he realized his enemy was closing in again.

At the sound of pounding horses’ hooves and the jingling of harness coming up the road behind, Orrick leapt off the path and concealed himself in a shallow ditch nearby. A moment later a group of horsemen rounded the bend. Orrick recognized one as the thieftaker who had pursued him on the road to Silverwood Grove. Orrick had eluded him then, but now the determined bounty tracker was back on his heels. And this time he had brought a group of hirelings with him.

They rode by in a cloud of dust, oblivious to Orrick’s concealed presence. Nevertheless, something told him he would not be rid of them long. There was something about this thieftaker. The man did not quit.

Abandoning the road in case his enemies circled back, Orrick cut through a copse of trees. He was exhausted from constant running. The days and nights spent watching his back ever since Asincourt were taking their toll. But he would get no sleep here. Not until he reached a place of safety.

If memory served, such a place lay not far from here. He was less familiar with the wetlands of Lythnia than with the borderlands near his own country. But he had studied enough maps to know the main roads and landmarks. The place he sought should not be far now.

By the time he reached it, the last of the day’s light had fled the sky and a full silver moon hung overhead.

Rising up out of the shadows as he neared were the great stone monoliths erected by ancient peoples of a past era. The stones, laid out in a circle at the top of a low rise, served no obvious purpose. None today could guess their significance. But Orrick knew the Lythnians, with their superstitious natures, had a feeling about these ancient circles built by their ancestors. Such places were said to be lurking grounds for troubled spirits. For the dead who could not rest.

Orrick was unconcerned by such fears. But if he was lucky, they would be enough to discourage the thieftaker and his men from approaching the place.

The hilltop was bathed in moonlight. There was no cover from unfriendly eyes, aside from that provided by the giant stones themselves. Orrick felt uncomfortably exposed as he sank down in the shadow of a leaning rock.

He did not risk building a fire. The night was warm enough, and he had no need to cook anything. He carried hard bread and dried strips of meat, thanks to the priest who had gifted him with a few supplies on parting.

After a quick meal, he lay down to capture what sleep he could.

He had no sooner closed his eyes then he heard it. The soft hooting of an owl somewhere in the night. Only it was no owl making that sound. It was a man, doing a poor imitation of an owl, as a signal to his companions.

Orrick bolted upright, his hand going to where his sword lay within easy reach. Peering around the nearest stone and into the gloom, he made out movement at the base of the hill below.

There were at least seven of them. Maybe more. Moonlight glinted off their sword blades.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Some of the enemy would be as untrained and ill equipped as the thieves Orrick had fought the previous night. Just whatever rabble the thieftaker had been able to hire to his aid. But others might be made of better stuff. Retired soldiers or mercenary guards. Men Orrick was not eager to go up against in such numbers.

Cursing under his breath, he leaned his forehead against the cool stone he hid behind and tried to come up with a hasty plan. His enemies would not hold back long. They obviously knew he was here. Once their greed for reward overcame their superstitious fear of the stone circle, they would come rushing up the hillside.

Orrick would go down fighting, of course. He had no intention of being taken alive back to one of their filthy Lythnian prisons.

For a moment the memory of the miserable dark cell he had escaped at the Morta den ’Cairn rose up to taunt him. He could feel the aching cold seeping from the rock walls and floor, could sense the cell closing in around him. The fetid stink of the dungeon filled his nostrils.

And deep inside his skull throbbed the tracing mark, tormenting him even now.

Enough!

Orrick scrambled to his feet, preparing to rush down the hillside and meet the enemy head on.

Only something had changed, he realized, looking around. The silver moon had been suddenly swallowed by dark clouds, cloaking the hilltop in shadow. The night air had abruptly chilled, cool white mist rising up from the ground to swirl around his ankles. There was something eerie about the unnatural fog coming so quickly out of nowhere.

As Orrick stood, confused, the mist rose to his knees and then his shoulders, enveloping him. He could no longer see anything but the stone monoliths jutting out of the cloudy whiteness.

He was isolated. Hidden.

That was when he heard it, the disembodied voice of a woman coming from within the mist.

“Your enemies are confused,” she hissed. “Seize this opportunity to make your escape.”

Orrick didn’t move. “Who are you?” he demanded, searching for the source of the voice.

A wisp trailed away from behind one of the stones. At first it seemed like only a swirl of mist. But then it separated itself and grew into a distinct shape. That of a pale lady, clothed in a long white gown. She offered no answer to his question but silently flitted between the stones, beckoning him to follow.

Orrick hesitated. The thieftaker and his gang were still out there. And he had no cause to trust this mysterious ghost. But what other choices did he have?

Cautiously, weapon at the ready, he struck out in the direction she had gone, following her through the pale haze. The screen of fog was so thick he could not see where he walked. But at least if his foes were invisible to him, so too must they be blind to his movements.

All was eerily silent within the billowing mist.

He could feel the ground gently sloping downward. Despite his confused sense of direction, he suspected he was traveling down the back slope of the hill. He couldn’t remember what lay that way.

His ghostly guide stayed well in the lead, disappearing and reappearing, always just out of reach. Sometimes he would lose sight of her for a long time, but then he would glimpse her ahead again, flickering like a glowing candle through the mists.

He lost all sense of time. His world had shrunk to the small window of visibility immediately before him. Vaguely he sensed they had left the stone circle and his enemies far behind.

The ground felt different now. It was growing softer, sandier. The tall grass up on the hill had given way to sparse clumps of weeds and shifting pebbles. Nearby, he heard the babbling, lapping sounds of water. There was a rustling noise overhead, as if tree branches stirred in the wind, followed by a gentle breeze kissing his skin. The dark shapes of trees crept in at the edges of his vision, their spindly branches reaching like naked fingers through the fog.

Having lost sight of the white lady, Orrick came to a standstill.

Another, stronger, breeze came to scatter the haze. The veil of white lifted, revealing that he stood on the shore of a lonely lake, fed by a small stream. Tall, gnarled trees framed the water, sheltering the spot from prying eyes.

Orrick stood, uncertain, at the edge of the bank. Why had he been brought to this place?

The moon slipped from behind the clouds, its silver reflection glinting off the surface of the dark waters.

That was when he saw her. A slender, luminous figure standing nearby.

Clad in a trailing white shroud, the ghost woman wore a silver circlet resting atop her loosely flowing hair. Her face was lovely but haughty, her pale eyes cold and distant, her age impossible to guess.

Orrick had seen his share of magical beings lately, and he refused to be intimidated by this one. He ignored the uncomfortable prickle on the back of his neck. It was only the cold night air.

“I’ll ask again,” he addressed the ghostly woman. “Who are you, and why do you interfere with my fate?”

Seeming to glide through the air, she moved closer. Close enough that he could see the lift of her pale brow. “Perhaps, betrayer of blood, you would prefer I had not intervened? Perhaps you would prefer to cut a path through your enemies, just as you fought your way out of the fallen Endguard?”

The lilting quality of her voice made her uncanny knowledge no less sinister.

“Do not call me ‘betrayer’,” Orrick demanded. “And what do you know of the fall of Endguard?”

“You will find there is little I do not know about you, barbarian. We ancient eternals have lived enough mortal life spans to see past and prophecy come again. But there is no time to explain such things, even were you able to comprehend them.”

He frowned. “What do you mean? Why should our time be limited?”

“Because the mistress of masks is in grave need. You must go to her quickly.”

Orrick hid his surprise at her knowledge of Eydis.

She turned away from him and stretched her arm out over the waters that lapped against the shore. “Below the surface of the lake, you will find something to aid you in your quest,” she said.

Orrick scowled. “I’ve done enough swimming of late with nothing good to show for it.”

“You will find this swim worthwhile,” she promised with clear confidence.

Orrick could not think of any reason in the world to believe her. Mysterious women with magical powers usually brought him nothing but trouble. But then, she had helped him slip past those bounty trackers.

With a feeling that events were drawing him toward an inevitable and unavoidable conclusion, Orrick found himself undressing and wading into the cold lake.

The black waters were shallow at first, but the bottom sloped rapidly, before suddenly dropping off.

With no notion what he was looking for and no further guidance from the woman on shore, Orrick took a deep breath and allowed his head to slip beneath the surface.

What was he to find in these icy depths? Knowledge? A vision of the future?

He found neither of those things. Instead, one of his bare feet smashed painfully into something hard. Something metallic.


* * *




Orrick was shivering and out of breath by the time he finished hauling his discovery to land. It had taken him several trips to drag all the pieces ashore. There they sat now, shedding rivulets of water and glistening in the moonlight.

A full set of armor and sword.

Orrick shook the water out of his eyes, wondering if he was seeing things from holding his breath too long while at the bottom of the lake. This was not just any sword but the very weapon Eydis had given him on their first meeting. The sword she had stolen from the hand of a statue on the Isle of Bones.

Briefly he remembered the scene, how the stone sword had blazed with a fiery light, and when that blaze had been extinguished, all that remained was simple steel.

Carefully Orrick ran a finger down the edge of the sharp blade, as if it might turn to vapor at his touch. It was impossible that this weapon should come into his hands again. And yet the sting of the steel biting shallowly into his fingertip reassured him it was real.

The armor gave him new cause for amazement. It too was familiar. The very same armor he had discovered in a cave sometime back. A place where he, Eydis, and Geveral had been attacked by cave crawlers. There was no mistaking the heavily worked breastplate and gauntlets or the great horned helm.

“How is this possible?” he asked himself. “I abandoned these things long ago. I dropped them into the river.”

He had been forced to shed the armor and sword before leaping from a waterfall, knowing the extra weight would have drowned him.

“There have been heavy rains,” came the lazy response. “If the river feeding this lake connects to that other, it is possible the rains washed these things downstream.”

Orrick had all but forgotten the presence of the white lady. He cast a suspicious glance at her now. “It may be possible, but it is not probable. Items of this weight do not travel lightly. Not without interfering hands to guide them.”

Her expression gave nothing away. “If benevolent hands guide your way, so much the better. This armor and weaponry will be of use to you in the days ahead.”

Orrick looked at her sharply. “Why should you be so interested in my fate? Why intervene on my behalf? Speak plainly. I’ve had enough of answers that are no answers at all.”

The pale lady looked faintly amused at his demands. But she must have sensed that a direct response was the best way to secure his cooperation, for she admitted, “I seek a trade. I have supplied you with armor and a weapon. I can do more to speed you away from the clutches of your enemies. But I want something from you in return. I have been watching you. I believe you know where to find our mutual friend, the mistress of masks. You rush to her side, even now. When you reach her, you will find she carries a certain object. The item is of no value to her in its current form, but it could be greatly useful to me.”

This sounded all too familiar to Orrick. “You want me to fetch you some sort of scepter.”

She quirked a pale brow. “You have heard of the scepter of power before?”

He said, “The oracle of Silverwood Grove made a similar request. Only her demand bears more weight than yours since it accompanies a tracing mark she has planted in my head. If I fail to bring her what she desires, she will use this tracing mark to send my enemies after me. As you have seen, they are close enough on my heels already.”

He considered a moment before adding slyly, “But if you were to use whatever powers you possess to dislodge this tracing mark, I would have no reason to do the oracle’s bidding. I would then be free to bring the scepter to you instead of her.”

The ghostly lady was silent a moment. Did she sense his plan? That he had no intention of carrying out his promise, even were she to do as he asked?

As if aware of his thoughts, her lips curved in a cold smile. “I accept the terms of your bargain, betrayer of blood. I will remove the oracle’s tracing mark from you. Immediately after you have fetched me the scepter.”

He should have known she was not to be so easily deceived. Doubtless, like all spirits, she was too slippery herself to be easily caught in another’s lie.

Still Orrick made a last attempt. “I would stand a better chance of reaching Eydis without the thieftaker and his gang hounding me. Removing the tracing mark now would only increase your odds of getting your hands on that scepter.”

She was not to be swayed. “Your enemies will no longer be of concern to you. To show my goodwill, I have secured a mount that will lend you such speed none shall hinder you on your way. Behold, Ilarion.”

She pointed toward the trees, and following her direction, Orrick was amazed to see a pale glow approaching through the darkness. As it drew near, the light resolved itself into the form of a horse. But this was no ordinary stallion. Pale, ethereal, and flickering like a flame, the animal passed over the ground without seeming to touch it. A spirit horse.


* * *




On the back of Ilarion, Orrick flew through the night, the ground speeding by in such a dizzying blur it was difficult to make out where they were going. Even carrying Orrick in all his newfound heavy armor, the animal raced with incredible lightness and speed. All Orrick’s worries about being spotted by his enemies had evaporated, for as soon as he mounted Ilarion, his own form had grown as flimsy and insubstantial as that of the horse.

A pair of ghosts, they dashed through the night, covering an impossible distance in mere hours. As the stars faded away and dawn appeared on the horizon, Orrick realized they might cross half of Lythnia before the new day was done.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Eydis



 

Eydis felt she had been lost in darkness forever. When she first stepped through the arch, there had been the sensation of traveling at great speed. In time, the sense of movement and dizziness had passed and only the inky blackness remained.

What was happening to her? Why had she been pulled so suddenly away from the wizard’s granite tower? One moment she had been fleeing for her life. The next, she had dashed through the archway and the whole world had dropped away.

To quiet her tumbling thoughts, she tried to concentrate on something that made her feel safe. At peace. She imagined away the surrounding darkness, replacing it with a memory.

 

It was a warm spring morning, and a gentle rain descended from gray skies, pattering softly on the roof overhead. From the shelter of the colonnaded walk, Eydis, wrapped in a snug woolen cloak, peered out at the little streams of water cascading from the roof’s edge. She looked to the green farmland spreading beyond the seclusionary walls and to the dreary smoking chimneys of the city in the distance.

She felt the same tug of guilt she experienced every time she looked to those rooftops on the horizon.

She should go out to them. She should make things right. At least discover whether they were still alive. But she had a duty to the First Mother, to the Head Hearer, and to all the adherents. One day, when she took the vows herself and became a full adherent, all the sacrifices would be worth it. On that day, those who mattered most would finally understand.

If they lived.

 

Shivering suddenly, Eydis pulled her cloak more tightly around her. A chill had sprung up from the flagstones, and the pale gray sky had darkened with heavier clouds. In place of the gentle morning rain, a more violent storm now hammered relentlessly at the roof of the arcade.

With a start, she realized she had strayed from memory into real time again. The journey through darkness had passed, and the traveling had brought her here. To the place from her memory, the very spot where she had stood a thousand times before.

Mind reeling, trying to comprehend how this was possible, she stumbled out from the shadowed porch and into the open. Throwing back her fur-lined hood, she let the icy rain hail down on her head. Rivulets of water slid down her collar to chill her spine.

Could it really be true? After so many days and so much danger, could she really be here again?

Her clothing was quickly drenched, her hair slicked down her face and back like a wet curtain of red. But by the time she left the rain and returned to the shelter of the porch, her mind was clear.

It seemed incredible, but somehow that strange arch in the wizard’s tower had acted as a portal, transporting her in a matter of moments from the snow-covered Arxus Mountains to the wetlands. From danger to safety.

It was amazing that such a journey could be made so quickly. But this was not, after all, the first impossible thing that had befallen her since she first set out from Shroudstone on a pilgrimage to Silverwood Grove so many weeks ago.

And now she was back.

But there was no time to marvel at her fortune or even to bask in the safety of the cloister walls. She might have returned to the place where it all began, but everything had changed. She knew what she had to do.


* * *




Pausing briefly to dry before the great fireplace in the seclusionary warming room, Eydis kept her hood raised and her face turned away from the handful of lingering adherents nearby.

She recognized none of them. Perhaps they were new. Certainly they took no particular note of her beyond the courteous nods they might offer any visiting stranger. Shroudstone seclusionary was on the road to Castidon and attracted many passing travelers, who sometimes stopped for a warm meal or to wait out a storm. No one now questioned Eydis’s business here or showed signs of recognizing her as a former resident.

Good. There would be a time to greet her old friends among the adherents soon enough. But at the moment, Eydis’s mind was too full for such trivialities.

There was only one she wished to speak with today.

Her clothing still damp but no longer dripping, she left the warming room, passing the refectory and the kitchen. This domestic part of the seclusionary housed the dormitories and daily living quarters of the adherents. But Eydis knew she would find the woman she sought in only one place at this early hour of the morning.

Pausing before a sturdy door, she rapped gently.

Often, as a young adherent-to-be, she had lingered outside this door, composing herself, before entering to receive a reprimand for some infraction or other. But this time, instead of awaiting a summons from within, she stepped quickly into the room before she could lose her courage.

Head Hearer Justina looked up from her desk, a flash of irritation on her face. But whatever annoyance she must have felt at the unexpected interruption vanished from her features as she realized who stood before her.

“Child Eydis?” she exclaimed.

“Hello, Hearer Justina,” Eydis greeted the older woman. “I have come home.”

“So I see. When your return from your pilgrimage was delayed, we feared the worst.”

Eydis searched Hearer Justina’s severe, age-lined face for signs the Hearer was pleased to see her. The head of the seclusionary had been like a foster mother to her since her entrance to Shroudstone years ago. It would have been nice to imagine she harbored a personal affection for Eydis. But although Hearer Justina betrayed a mild surprise, her manner was as cool and distant as usual.

The Hearer observed, “You are damp and shivering. It is no wonder after traveling about in this weather. You may be excused to the dormitory to change your wet things. The adherents have already had the morning meal in the dining hall, but fetch yourself something from the kitchen. Retire for a rest, and we will speak when you have recovered from your journey.”

The Hearer glanced down at the work on her desk as though impatient to return to it.

Disappointment stabbed through Eydis. She did not know what sort of welcome she had expected. Nothing in the Head Hearer’s demeanor was unkind. The Hearer was simply as brisk and efficient as ever. Yet after all Eydis had been through and with the dark prophecies for the future still fresh in her mind, Eydis had an unexpected desire to be embraced. Comforted.

But that had never been their way, she and the stern woman before her. Hearer Justina had brought Eydis here when she was a desperate child, homesick for her family. But just as life on the streets of Castidon had taught young Eydis how to defend herself and fight for every meal, Hearer Justina had taught her lessons too. From the older woman, she had learned that friendship and affection were not necessities. Gratitude and duty were.

Brushing away a temporary sadness, Eydis said, “With your permission, Hearer Justina, I would like to report on my visit to the oracle before I retire.”

The Hearer arched a thin eyebrow. “If that is your wish.”

So Eydis spilled out everything that happened to her over the past few weeks. She and the Head Hearer had conversed through a vision not long ago, while Eydis was submersed in the sacred pool at Silverwood Grove. A ghostly form of Eydis had stood before this very desk then, explaining herself. But much had happened since.

Eydis described all the visions she’d had in the pool and her subsequent meeting with the great oracle. The oracle and the First Mother had sent her on a mission to gather the catalysts of chaos and prepare Earth Realm to stand against a rising sorcerer of darkness and his undead army.

Eydis decided not to mention how she had helped to break a condemned traitor out of prison. The Head Hearer might not understand her burning conviction that the criminal, Orrick of Kroad, was also one of the catalysts meant to defend the world.

She gave only a vague description of how she had encountered Orrick on the Isle of Bones and how the two of them had together met Geveral in the dryad village of Treeveil. She described the Aviad attack on the village and the three catalysts’ later flight through the woods, under pursuit by hunger hounds and their monstrous master Naroz, now dead.

Eydis told of the intervention of the ghostly White Lady, who had helped them on the mysterious misty isle, of the journey to Asincourt, and of the eventual fall of the seclusionary, under the attack of Rathnakar’s undead army.

It shamed her to remember how she had been forced to abandon the adherents and dwarf children in the mountains in order to draw off the winged creature stalking them. She should never have left Geveral with the sole responsibility of protecting them all.

She had refused to think, until now, of the wizard’s terrible claim that the entire party was now dead, destroyed by his griffin.

The sudden ache in her throat made it necessary to conclude her story swiftly after that, ending with her escape through the portal in the wizard’s tower.

“Why do you imagine that portal brought you here?” The Head Hearer asked when Eydis had finished.

Eydis blinked. “I can only suppose I had some stray thought of this place as I passed through the portal. I desired safety in that moment, and Shroudstone has long represented safety for me.”

“And you think that is the only reason?” Hearer Justina pressed.

Eydis furrowed her brow, not understanding what the older woman implied.

“Perhaps,” the Hearer suggested, “your heart had its own reasons for willing you to this place. Unfinished business maybe?”

Eydis made her face blank. “I do not take your meaning. I have no business but the business of the Mother, and so it has been for a very long time. You of all people should know that. Have you not always said that is why you brought me here in the beginning?”

Hearer Justina looked at her intently. “I chose you because it was plain to me from the first time I saw you that the Mother surely had a use for you, though I did not know what it was. There was something special in you. You were a survivor. Not weak like the others. Such strength might do much in service to the First Mother.”

Eydis’s stomach clenched at the Hearer’s words, but she kept her feelings to herself. To hear “the others” spoken of so casually was painful. Yet Hearer Justina only stated the truth. Eydis had been stronger than many, and that strength had kept her alive.

Aloud she said, “And what am I to do now? Do you agree with the oracle that my duty does not rest in this seclusionary any longer?”

The Hearer said gravely, “The great oracle would not advise you wrongly. You must follow the destiny laid out before you, even if it takes you away from Shroudstone.”

That was a blow. For so long Eydis had been determined to take her vows and become a full adherent. It was to have happened immediately on her return from the pilgrimage to Silverwood Grove. But the occurrences at Silverwood Grove had changed everything. Her original plans must be set aside, for the fate of Earth Realm was more important.

In the back of her mind echoed the grim prophecy she had first heard at the pool of Silverwood Grove.

The mistress of masks must die.

So this was it. Her fate was inescapable.

She asked Hearer Justina, “Should I return to the oracle for further instructions?”

“That is a question only you can answer,” responded Hearer Justina. “I can no longer direct you. From this moment forward, you must rely on the promptings of your own heart. You are the mistress of masks.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The rain had let up by the time Eydis left the seclusionary, but the sky remained overcast, distant rumbles of thunder threatening another downpour to come.

Her slog down the muddy lane toward Castidon was mercifully short, leaving her little time to consider what might lie ahead. That was good. She tried to ignore the weight of dread that settled in her stomach with every step that brought her nearer to the city walls and the dreary gray chimneys rising beyond.

If anything were to happen to her during the coming darkness, if she were to die defending Earth Realm from the evil of Rathnakar, there was one piece of business she could not leave unfinished. A matter that had been neglected for too long already.

Approaching the colorless and unwelcoming walls of Castidon, Eydis had the unsettling feeling she had left the scene only yesterday, rather than ten long years ago.

The city had been home to her for the first half of her life. As a beggar child, she had known every street, every alley, every rooftop. She knew where to collect unwanted bits tossed out by the bakers and butchers and, more importantly, where to run and hide should any of them object to the stealing of their old scraps.

As she passed through the open gates, the noisy bustle of the city was as familiar to her ears as if she had spent the past many years falling asleep and waking to it daily, rather than to the continual solitary silence of the seclusionary grounds.

She dodged overloaded wagons trundling past and was jostled by disinterested pedestrians, who hurried about their business without a second glance her way. She remembered that about this place. The way everyone seemed always to have somewhere urgent to go and never enough time to get there.

At least the distracted faces passing her in the street did not look as hungry and hopeless as she remembered. She had left Castidon during a year of terrible famine. Half the city had starved that winter, and things had been lean even at the seclusionary for some time after.

With that memory of a desperate and doomed city in her head, it was a relief to see Castidon appeared to be enjoying better times now. The cobbled streets were in good repair, the shopfronts were clean and tidy, and the passing strangers looked healthy and well fed. The simply constructed buildings with their dark slate roofs and ugly grassless yards ensured Castidon would never be known for its beauty. But businesses appeared to be thriving, and the crowded streets were no longer filled with beggar children and pickpockets.

Leaving the busiest streets behind, Eydis followed a familiar lane leading into a residential district. Many of the leaning hovels that had once stood in this place had since been torn down, replaced with modest little cottages.

She felt a rush of relief on seeing the home she sought remained standing. It had even been improved upon. The roof tiles looked new, and the clean windows now sported bright green shutters, unlike the bare and filthy windows Eydis used to peer through as a child.

A different face looked out one of the windows now. The face of a child Eydis had never seen before. Its mother came to the door at Eydis’s knock.

Eydis fought down her disappointment upon realizing the mother was as much a stranger to her as the child.

“I beg your pardon, mistress,” she greeted the unknown woman. “I’m looking for the people who used to live in this house. Would you know where I might find the ironmonger’s widow, Azara, and her daughter?”

The strange woman replied in the negative. Appearing weary and distracted by the crying infant on her hip, she closed the door before Eydis could make any further inquiries.


* * *




All that day, Eydis searched the city. But the ones she sought seemed to have disappeared. No one she asked had any knowledge of what had become of them, leaving her to conclude her long-held fears were correct. They had probably not survived long after she left the city. Had she not weathered those hungry years in the comparatively better-provisioned seclusionary, she likely would have shared in the death by starvation that had been the fate of so many.

Perhaps it was this suspicion, rather than the seclusionary rules for adherents-in-training, that had prevented her from making the short trek into Castidon before now. It must be so. For years she had lived within a stone’s throw of her old home, but she had never once given in to temptation, slipped secretly over the seclusionary walls and visited her birthplace. That was because the temptation had not really existed. The truth wasn’t something she had wanted to know.

Eydis looked around now and realized dusk was falling. With nowhere to spend the night, she contemplated one of Castidon’s crowded inns. But she was in no mood for noise or company tonight. Besides, she was getting low on coin and did not like the idea of spending what remained on something as unnecessary as a roof over her head. She had discovered during her recent travels that she was perfectly capable of sleeping without one.

By poking around the little-traveled back streets, she soon found a quiet alley lined by warehouses. The soft rumble of thunder overhead dampening her desire to sleep in the open, she found an empty doorway with an overhanging roof that would provide some shelter if the skies opened up.

She curled up in the doorway and was about to close her eyes when an eerie tingling feeling passed over her. She had the strangest sensation of being watched by unseen eyes. She shivered, goose bumps rising on her arms, and peered up and down the alley.

She appeared to be completely alone. Maybe it was only the soft night breeze that made it seem as if the temperature had suddenly dropped.

She tried to relax and go to sleep. But her ears picked up stray noises. The sighing of the wind coming down the alley, the distant rumble of thunder, the subtle rustling of a rodent digging through a nearby pile of garbage. There was also the faint sound of her own breathing.

And the sound of someone else’s breathing.

Eydis’s eyes flew open again, and she scrambled upright. She looked wildly around but there was no one visible. Certainly if anyone were near enough for her to hear their breath, she could not miss seeing them. Even in the gloom of the alley, she should have been able to make them out.

But she saw nothing out of place. Could it have been only her imagination? It must be. Taut muscles relaxing, she was about to lie down again.

But then she saw it. A blur of movement in the nearest shadows. She could not be sure what it was. It seemed almost as if the shadows themselves had come to life, creeping forward and looming over her.

For a split second a memory flashed through Eydis’s mind. A memory of viewing Rathnakar in a dream. Of watching as he summoned a terrible monster from the shadows. She felt now the same cold fear she had experienced then in the dreadful presence of that mysterious and invisible force.

Her belt knife was in her hand before she was even aware of drawing it. She knew a moment’s regret that she had lost one knife at the wizard’s tower, but at least this one remained with her.

Again there was a shifting of movement. She could not fix her gaze directly on this terrible enemy. Somehow it evaded her, as nothing more substantial than a blur of motion glimpsed from the corner of her eye. But she felt the movement. A sudden stirring of air as though something darted toward her.

Without thought, she tucked herself into a ball and rolled aside to avoid what was coming.

There was a heavy crash. Something large slammed loudly into the doorway where she had been only seconds ago.

Eydis found her feet in time to lash out blindly with her knife. She could only follow the sound of the monster’s impact with the door. There was no other way to judge where the invisible creature was.

But luck was with her, for her knife met resistance. It only lasted a second, but the blade had definitely glanced off something.

Scrambling backward, she sought out what little moonlight the overcast sky offered, avoiding the deepest shadows of the warehouses towering to either side. The darkness was her enemy. A place where even the shadow of the monster could lose itself.

She watched for that shadow now, that shifting motion at the edge of her vision. She listened for its breathing but could hear nothing over the thundering of her own heartbeat.

That was when she turned around and saw the red spatters, small glistening pools of wetness on the cobblestones behind her.

How was this possible? She had been barring the way. The enemy could only have gotten to that spot by passing straight through her. Or over her. Amazed, she wondered just what other powers this thing possessed. Could it have leapt over her?

Disturbing though the thought was, these blood droplets were the first sign yet that the being she encountered was a living, tangible thing. A creature that could be hurt.

Eydis had not realized until now what had frightened her most about this enemy was the fear that it could not be beaten. But if it could be cut, it could be defeated.

With that reassuring knowledge, she followed the blood spatters, trying to ascertain where the creature was now. Where it would strike next.

To her surprise, the trail of blood led not into the deep shadows where she had expected to find the monster waiting to pounce upon her. No, the blood led away, toward the opposite end of the alley.

Not stopping to question the impulse, Eydis gave chase. She could not leave this monster to recover and hunt her again another day. She must pursue it while she had the advantage of the blood trail to guide her. Once the blood flow ceased, the thing would return to being untraceable.

And so she ran down the silent backstreets of the city, pursuing an invisible enemy that seemed always a few steps ahead of her. Soon her breath was coming in gasps, her lungs burning painfully. At the mouth of a lonely alley, the blood trail disappeared.

Groaning in frustration, Eydis doubled over, hands on her knees, to catch her breath. She scanned the cobblestones for further evidence of her quarry. But the blood spatters had been growing fainter for some time. She had not taken a wrong turn. She was confident of that. The thing had simply stopped bleeding.

Risking a guess, Eydis started down the alley. It seemed a likely place for the creature to hide. But at the end of the path, she ran right into a wall. There was no other way out. Looking at the high barricade of bricks, she could see no way of scaling it. Craning her neck, she looked to the top of the wall. The conclusion was impossible and yet unavoidable. What sort of monster could leap over such an obstacle?

There came a faint scratching sound from overhead.

Flinching, Eydis searched the rooftops of the surrounding buildings. The monster could be looking down on her even now, preparing to strike from above.

Instinctively she edged into the shadow of the wall, knowing even as she did that it made no sense to hide in the darkness from this particular enemy. She had been a fool to chase after the creature.

As she strained her eyes and ears, the moon slipped behind another cloud, making the surrounding buildings nothing but fuzzy shapes looming over her. All was still.

Then something fell from above. It shattered loudly into a thousand pieces at Eydis’s feet. A roof tile.

Eydis gripped her knife, but before she could decide whether to fight or flee, a dark form detached itself from an overhanging roof and dropped down to land in front of her.

Seeing the creature for the first time was surprising. It was in visible form now but remained half-concealed by the surrounding shadows. The thing was large but not much more so than an ordinary man. It did not look capable of leaping great heights or of moving with the impossible speed that had made it so difficult to pursue.

But it was still a fearsome sight. Dimly through the gloom, Eydis made out the shape of great horns rising from its head. Its very bulk was threatening.

Yet as it moved toward her, there was a heaviness to its tread that did not match the stealthy movements of the creature Eydis had encountered such a short time before.

“What manner of monster are you?” she demanded, surprising herself by her boldness. “And why do you stalk me?”

The creature hesitated a moment, then pulled off its horned helm. “I have been told I’m a catalyst of chaos, a betrayer of blood,” he said, startling Eydis with his familiar voice. “But those names were given me by a very strange woman with a wild imagination, so I wouldn’t take them too seriously.”

“Orrick!”

Eydis could not have been more surprised if she were seeing a ghost. And yet hadn’t something always told her he was still alive?

Even so, she found herself babbling, “It’s impossible! We were forced to abandon you at Asincourt just as the walls fell. You were the last defender standing. How could you possibly survive? And unharmed by the look of you! How did you manage to escape the invading army?”

His face remained hidden in shadow, but she could hear the mild amusement in his voice as he said, “Some lunatic girl once told me the fate of Earth Realm hinged on me, so I took it upon myself to stay alive. Posing as the corpse of a fallen defender, with the help of a little scorpion venom to slow my breathing and heartbeat, I escaped notice. The enemy army moved in and occupied the Asincourt seclusionary, even as I slipped beyond the walls and made my escape. Forced to leave behind my weapons, I later obtained new ones. I was pursued by a thieftaker and his hirelings and deceived by your oracle. Then I was aided by a stranger, who supplied me with the speedy means to reach you.”

Eydis had so many questions she hardly knew where to begin. How had he known how to find her and why had he come? What was this talk of the oracle and who was it who had helped him reach her? Vaguely she recognized the armor and sword he carried as those he had once lost during a pursuit by cave crawlers. How had he regained them?

Then she remembered her conversation with the wizard and what he had said of Orrick. So of all the questions buzzing inside her head, the one that came out was, “Is it true you protected me at Asincourt because the hooded man hired you to do so? When I saw the two of you talking in the tavern at Asincourt town, I assumed the worst, for I recognized him as an assassin hired to destroy me.”

He seemed startled at the question. Apparently it was not one he had anticipated.

“The job was never to harm but to defend you in the coming battle. I’m not in the habit of killing without reason. And as unbelievable as everyone seems to find it, I don’t betray my allies.”

Eydis wanted to trust the big Kroadian, but his loyalties and motivations had often been unclear.

“Then, we are still allies?” she asked cautiously.

“Enough so for me to warn you that this is not the best place to continue our conversation,” he said dryly. “The blood trail you follow and the ready way you grip your knife, with an eye to the rooftops, suggest we are in danger of some sort of attack. And you’ve never had the sense to frighten easily, so I assume the enemy nearby must be formidable.”

He was right.

“There is nothing more to be gained here,” she admitted. “The monster I hunted has escaped, and it is not safe to linger in the shadows.”

They abandoned the empty alley, Eydis casting one final look behind her, before they went in search of a better place to continue catching up. There remained much to explain.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Geveral



 

Since the other night’s avalanche, Geveral and Keir had spent most of the day inactive. Keir had needed that time to rest, and Geveral was reluctant to push him. But they were out of food, and as the afternoon wore on and Keir showed signs of recovering from his injuries, Geveral knew they must push on and cover what ground they could before nightfall.

He had decided on a course of action. Runehaven was close. Maybe only a day or two away. With their supplies depleted, it made sense to lose as little time as possible and continue along the route they were set on. With the adherent Jula now dead, he would have to rely on his memory of her directions and hope that was enough to get them to the dwarven city and safety.

It was the best he could do with his mission now in tatters. He had failed the adherents and dwarf children. But Keir he would deposit safely in Runehaven or die trying. That duty discharged, he would resupply in the dwarven city before striking out after Eydis. She may well have need of him. If she was still alive.

And so while Keir watched, Geveral sorted through the traveling packs and belongings of the dead, selecting items that would be of use on their short trek. He shoved what they might need into the two smallest traveling packs and discarded the rest.

It felt wrong, leaving the dead where they lay. But the weather was frigid and the ground too frozen for the digging of graves. And their situation was desperate. When they reached Runehaven, the dwarves could send a party back to collect the bodies. Meanwhile, there was no more time to be wasted here.

Geveral and Keir struck camp, beginning what Geveral desperately hoped would be the final few miles of their journey. What they would do if it wasn’t, he tried not to consider.

They traveled in silence for some time until the campsite was far behind and only open unbroken stretches of snow lay ahead.

After a few hours they crested a rise where Geveral paused to catch his breath from the climb. Examining the landscape laid out before him, he knew a moment of panic. There was a sameness to the scenery in this place, to the endless rocks and ridges and occasional copses of fir trees. What if he was off course? What if they missed Runehaven completely?

He didn’t realize he had spoken the fear aloud until Keir answered.

“We are going the right way,” the boy said. “Do not forget, I’ve made this journey before. I was traveling from Runehaven to Asincourt then, not the other way around. But it was only last spring, and I’m good at remembering my surroundings.”

One of many unusual talents, Geveral thought. For one so young, the child had held up well under difficult circumstances. Perhaps that came along with having the ability to hear voices in his head and to heat up like an inferno in times of stress.

Geveral hoped the flush in the lad’s cheeks now was from the arduous climb and not a sign that he was about to warm up like a furnace again. It seemed best not to ask or to draw the boy’s attention to it since it was apparently difficult for him to control.

“Do you hear that?” Keir asked, interrupting his thoughts.

“Hear what?” All Geveral heard was the growling of his stomach after going nearly a full day without food.

He looked at a few scrappy bushes nearby and wondered what were the chances the little red berries on them were edible and not poisonous. A dryad and close to nature he might be, but he knew little about the flora and fauna outside his forest home.

“There it is again,” Keir said.

This time Geveral heard it too, a faint reverberation in the distance.

He looked to the skies, but there wasn’t a storm cloud in sight.

Not thunder then. Nor was this the rumble of a landslide. After the other night’s avalanche, that was a sound he would know anywhere. No, this noise was made by a living thing. And it sounded inhuman.

His thoughts leapt instantly to their enemy, the griffin. But the creature was dead, killed in the avalanche. Could there be another such beast in these mountains?

“It’s coming from that cluster of boulders,” Keir said, pointing below. “It sounds like something is in pain. We have to help it.”

“Wait. It’s not safe,” Geveral said. But the boy was already scrambling down the steep path.

Geveral hurried after the child and overtook him just as they reached the wall of boulders.

“Let me go first,” he said, holding the boy back. “We don’t know what may be in there.”

That was true, for the great rocks obscured their view.

Clambering up on top of one of the boulders, Geveral peered down on a startling scene. Sprawled on the ground below was a creature he recognized only from tales. A great dragon, horned and scaled, with long claws that gleamed like daggers. The creature appeared to be injured, its wing trapped beneath a large rock.

As it heard Geveral’s approach, the dragon twisted its neck around to look at him.

Geveral drew back from that fiery gaze. But he needn’t have worried. Although the dragon struggled and gave a soft roar, it was unable to rise from the ground. Its efforts shook the ground and surrounding boulders, again creating the rumbling sound they’d heard earlier.

Pity stirred within Geveral. There was something unpleasant in seeing such a mighty creature so powerless.

“He needs our help.”

Keir had not waited to hear if it was safe. The boy was already approaching the beast.

“Stay back, Keir,” Geveral warned. “It may be trapped for now, but I have heard these creatures can incinerate a man from a great distance.”

Keir looked unconvinced. “This one’s not a fire breather. Only the big ones can do that. This fellow is just a youngling, not yet full grown.”

Now that he mentioned it, Geveral could see the dragon was not as large as the dragons from the stories. Although its broad wings gave a false impression of immensity, the body of the dragon was only about twice the size of a big horse.

“He’s beautiful,” Keir said, looking the injured creature over.

Geveral had to admit there was a terrible sort of beauty in the beast’s glittering black scales and the neatly spiraled horns protruding from its skull. He didn’t like to imagine what those sharp points could do if he or Keir got within their reach.

He reminded Keir again to stay back.

The child paid him no mind and walked slowly up to the dragon.

The creature grew strangely still, watching Keir.

Geveral scrambled down from the boulder, planning to snatch Keir back to safety. But the wild look of fear in the dragon’s golden eyes and the tautness of its muscles told him any such action could send the winged monster into further thrashing. Even pinned down by one wing, the beast was clearly capable of doing damage, either with the crushing force of its weight or with the slightly parted jaws that looked big enough to devour a man.

“Do not make any sudden moves, Keir,” Geveral warned softly. “Just back away slowly.”

His instructions were unnecessary. The boy appeared to know already how to keep his movements from exciting the dragon. But he was not backing away. Instead, to Geveral’s horror, he drew closer and slowly stretched out a hand toward the beast.

The dragon kept very still, staring at the boy as if in a trance.

Geveral looked away from the wicked teeth that lined the inside of the dragon’s jaws like great spikes waiting to impale its prey.

Gently and unhurriedly, Keir’s hand came to rest on the dragon’s broad snout. Boy and beast locked gazes, neither showing signs of fear any longer. Miraculously, the dragon had been calmed.

“How are you doing that?” Geveral asked softly, afraid his intrusion would break the spell.

“I am Drejian, remember?” Keir answered without breaking contact with the dragon. “My kind are dragonkin. If I remember nothing else of my past before crossing the mountain, that much I remember. We have a special connection with the great beasts. This one is called Kalandhia.”

Geveral blinked. “You know his name?”

“He told me his name. In my mind.”

“He can share thoughts with you?”

“In a way,” Keir answered. “Dragons do not use words as we do, but they can share feelings. Memories. Mental images. When I look into Kalandhia’s memories, I see that other Drejians have named him Kalandhia.”

Gabriel struggled to absorb this strange piece of information. Keeping up with all of Keir’s odd abilities was growing confusing.

Keir seemed unaware there was anything unusual at all in what was happening.

The boy said, “Kalandhia was harassed by the same beast that troubled us. Griffins are no friends to dragons. When the griffin found this youngling straying into its territory, the foul creature dropped rocks on Kalandhia, pinning his wing beneath this boulder. Kalandhia has been stuck here for more than a day now. He cannot get out.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Geveral offered. “He cannot eat us if he cannot catch us.”

Keir shot him a disapproving look. “Kalandhia is no danger to you or I. Fate has placed him here to help us in some way. I know it. But first we must help him to escape.”

“Help the creature escape?” It was an outrageous suggestion. And yet, looking at how the young dragon calmed beneath Keir’s touch, Geveral could not dispute that the boy seemed in full control of the beast. Neither could he argue with Keir’s mysterious powers. And Keir had said the beast would help them. Who was to say reading the future was not another of his skills?

Keir continued, “The boulder is not that large. Maybe we can move it. I have spoken into Kalandhia’s mind and promised him we will try.”

Geveral said skeptically, “And have you told him also that it will hurt? And that no matter how painful it is, he cannot knock us about or chew our limbs off?”

“He understands,” Keir said simply.

Doubtfully, Geveral approached the dragon. The beast rolled a gleaming eye toward him, following his movements as he made his way cautiously to its side.

Geveral expected the creature to resume its thrashing at any moment. Or to wheel around and rake him with its sharp-looking claws.

The dragon remained still. Whatever soothing things Keir was saying inside its head were working.

Geveral sized up the rock that was pinning down the dragon’s wing. Keir was right. It wasn’t that big. He thought he could roll it off with a bit of effort. He just hoped the pain didn’t anger the dragon.

Taking hold of the boulder, he gave it a good shove, rocking it slightly back and forth. Nothing happened except that the dragon flinched in obvious discomfort.

Geveral put his shoulder into the rock and leaned into it with all his strength. The dragon squirmed and screamed in pain. Then the rock toppled over. Kalandhia was free.


* * *




Having a dragon around had its uses. Although the beast’s wing was too injured to fly, Geveral and Keir climbed up onto Kalandhia’s back, and the dragon carried them with long strides across the rugged terrain.

Geveral had his doubts when Keir first suggested the idea. But Kalandhia had tolerated their presence thus far. And they were in need of any help they could get to speed their journey.

It was a strange sensation, riding atop the broad scaly back of the dragon. Yet Geveral had to admit Kalandhia had a surprisingly smooth, rolling gate. As long as he stayed well behind the creature’s rippling shoulder blades, he was in little danger of falling off.

They made good time traveling this way, covering a distance that would have taken them a day or more on foot. At length their destination came into view. The walls of Runehaven, hewn roughly out of the side of the mountain, were wreathed in mist and only just visible in the distance. The landscape looked less challenging from this point forward. Geveral was confident they could cover the distance in under a day with the help of Kalandhia.

But the final miles of their journey would have to wait until morning. Thunder cracked in the distance, and rolling storm clouds were bringing on a premature night. They were coming up on a small stand of pines, and Geveral decided it would be best to camp among the trees for one last night. It was frustrating to be so close to Runehaven and unable to push on. But he would not give in to the temptation to continue after dark. On this terrain it was too hazardous. Besides, there was the coming storm. After the avalanche, he knew all too well the dangers of a storm in the mountains.

Within an hour, they had set up camp among the sheltering pines. A light drizzle of freezing rain had begun to fall, so they stretched their blankets between three close trees to form a roof that kept some of the rain off their heads. Kalandhia had to make do out in the open, but Geveral supposed the dragon was accustomed to it.

The icy rain quickly put out the small fire Geveral built. And yet he was not cold. He realized Keir was again creating the heat to keep them both from freezing through another cold night. The boy must be learning to control his ability more skillfully, because there were no unpleasant incidents this time.

Hearing Keir’s stomach rumble, Geveral reassured him, “We will be in Runehaven tomorrow. We can eat then.”

It was painful to think of spending another night without food, but he could see no choice. They were too cold and exhausted to scavenge, even if there had been any game, nuts, or berries to be found.

“It is not hunger that pains me,” Keir said, breaking into his thoughts. “It is my wings. They are growing again.”

The boy pulled off his tunic, revealing how the pair of nubs between his shoulder blades had sprouted further. Neatly folded behind his back, they looked thin. Delicate. But as Keir tentatively flexed them and stretched them to their full length, they turned out to be as broad as he was long.

Geveral examined the wings. They were not the beautiful feathery wings of a bird. They were leathery with a visible frame of bone.

Keir looked at them with as much curiosity as Geveral did. Clearly, the new wings were an unfamiliar part of himself he had yet to adjust to.

“Do you think you could fly on those?” asked Geveral.

“Not yet,” Keir said, folding the wings gently back again. “But soon.”

“Why are they growing so suddenly?” asked Geveral, puzzled. “And your talent for blazing up? Why so many new developments?”

Keir’s golden gaze was unfathomable. “It is time,” he said simply. “Time for the prophecy of the guardian to be fulfilled.”

Geveral frowned. “Prophecy of the what?”

Keir did not answer. His thoughts seemed to be turned inward, his expression unreadable.

Giving up on receiving any response, Geveral reclined beneath his fur blankets and closed his eyes to get an early start on sleep.

As the sleet rained down, he drew unexpected comfort from the sighing breath of the dragon sleeping nearby and from the warmth radiating from Keir at his other side. He was separated from Eydis. The barbarian Orrick was obviously lost to them forever at Asincourt. And Treeveil and home seemed a world away.

But he was not alone.


* * *




“The time has come. The voices have spoken.”

Geveral stirred in his blankets, unable to make sense of the words or of who was speaking them. It was dark and damp but not cold. He gazed up at the shadowed roof stretching above his head and memory returned. They were still in the mountains.

“Wake up. We have to go,” said Keir, shaking him.

“Go where?” Geveral yawned and rubbed his eyes before peering through the gloom. He could just make out Keir’s impatient form hovering over him. Nearby, the great bulk of Kalandhia loomed in the darkness.

“The voices have come to me again,” said Keir. “They have explained to me my destiny. We have been given a mission, which we must hurry to fulfill. The enemy will not wait.”

“What enemy?” Geveral sat up in his blankets. “Whatever this is, surely it can keep until morning.”

Keir was insistent. “There is no time for explanations. We go now. Kalandhia’s wing is recovered enough. It must be, for he is required to carry us a long way in a short time.”

Geveral did not like the idea of riding a flying dragon, particularly one with a bad wing. He had visions of all of them plunging to their deaths.

“Runehaven is within walking distance,” he pointed out. “It is not necessary to fly there.”

Keir’s face was unreadable in the shadows, but his voice was thick with some secret excitement. “It is not to Runehaven we are going.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Orrick



 

The following afternoon as they went from shop to shop and house to house asking after the folk Eydis sought, it seemed to Orrick that Eydis was more nervous than last night’s encounter with the shadow monster accounted for. He had seen her in dangerous situations before. Situations where she, he, and Geveral had been up against enemies almost as fierce as this new shadow creature. And on none of those occasions had she been as visibly rattled as she was today.

He began to suspect it was not the attack of the monster that weighed heaviest on her now. It was something about these mysterious people she seemed so intent on finding. The idea of seeing them was distressing her. Or possibly the thought of not seeing them, of failing to locate them at all. He could not tell which made her more uneasy.

Last night they had found themselves an inn and had stayed up late into the night, each recounting to the other what had happened since last they met. Later they had been forced to share crowded sleeping quarters with several foul-smelling, lice-infested strangers. But for the first time in a long while, Orrick had slept well. He still had the thieftaker, the oracle, and Eydis’s newfound shadow monster to worry about. But seeing the fire-haired girl safe and well had come as a greater relief than expected.

He glanced sidelong at her now as they mounted the steps to their most recent lead, a dilapidated little cottage at the end of a dusty lane lined by dozens of similar homes.

Eydis’s hair shone like copper in the late afternoon sunlight, but her face looked pale and tense.

Last night she had refused to give any real explanation about these folk she searched for. Orrick had not pressed her for answers, because he had his own pieces of information he preferred to withhold. She knew most of what had befallen him since they had parted at Asincourt. But he had been deliberately vague on his meeting with the oracle and had left out his killing of the pool guardian. The matter of the tracing mark and the ghostly ally who had promised to remove it for him, he also kept to himself. Those incidents pitted him and the oracle against one another. He could not be sure what Eydis’s reaction to that would be. He suspected if she had to choose between him and her precious oracle, he would come out the loser of the contest.

Luckily such things seemed to be far from Eydis’s mind this afternoon. She looked uncharacteristically nervous as she rapped lightly at the dingy door before her. Orrick wondered exactly who these people were that she was so hoping or dreading to see.

There was a brief pause, then the door opened a crack, a small face peering through the opening. The fair-haired little girl could not have been more than six years old. She did not speak, but her wide blue eyes were full of shy curiosity as she gazed up at the strangers before her.

“Hello,” Eydis addressed the child. “I am looking for someone and have been told I might find them here. Is this the home of Azara?”

Something flickered in the child’s eyes for an instant. But then she shook her head, wordlessly, at the question.

If Eydis was disappointed, she recovered quickly. “What about Bryda? Do you know her?” she persisted.

The little girl’s face brightened and she nodded eagerly.

Before she could speak, someone came up behind the child.

“Asfrid, who is it?” a woman’s voice asked, and the door was opened wider.

The young woman who came into view looked startlingly familiar. With her red hair and angular face, she could have been mistaken for Eydis, despite being probably a few years younger. Orrick estimated her at perhaps seventeen or eighteen years of age. She had Eydis’s wide eyes, sharp cheekbones, and slightly uptilted nose. But her long chin and the sprinkling of freckles across her cheeks were uniquely her own. And while Eydis’s red hair was a deep rich shade of copper, this girl’s was of a lighter hue.

Looking from one young woman to the other, Orrick could see they were as stunned by the sight of each other as he was, though possibly for different reasons.

Eydis’s look-alike was the first to break the silence. “So, it is you,” she said slowly as if in a dream. “I always thought you would come back someday.”

“I would have done sooner, Bryda, had I been permitted. And had I not been afraid of what I would find.” Although Eydis’s voice was strong, her face was unusually pale.

The other girl, Bryda, seemed to recover her wits abruptly, saying, “You were right to be afraid, for you are too late. Our mother is long dead.”

Mother? Orrick looked sharply at Eydis, suddenly understanding the resemblance between the women. They could only be sisters.

Eydis flinched at the news of her mother’s death, or perhaps merely at its harsh delivery, but she looked unsurprised. As though she’d had time to prepare.

Her sister went on. “We’re alone now. There is only Asfrid and me.”

“Asfrid?” Eydis glanced at the little girl still peeking from behind the skirts of her elder. “The child is yours?”

Instead of answering, Bryda became suddenly brisk. “I suppose you had better come inside,” she said, jerking her head. “Although I do not see what use it is now, our mother would have wanted us to be cordial.”

She held the door wide, offering Eydis entry. But then she took note of Orrick for the first time and stiffened.

“This is my friend Orrick. He can be trusted.” Eydis spoke quickly, as if suddenly realizing a companion outfitted in full armor and carrying a great horned helmet under one arm required explanation.

With obvious reluctance, Bryda allowed them both to enter the small one-room cottage. The space was clean but cramped, with few furnishings other than a table with stools drawn up around it and a lone high-backed chair standing empty before the fireplace across the room. A wooden ladder led up to a loft overhead where Orrick assumed the inhabitants slept at night.

Eydis’s sister claimed a seat before the table and indicated Eydis should join her.

Orrick observed the fair-haired little Asfrid slipping quietly beneath the table, where she would doubtless hear whatever passed between the women without being noticed.

Feeling uncomfortably out of place, Orrick adopted a similar strategy. Crossing over to the fireplace at the end of the room, he remained within earshot while attempting to fade into the background.

Apparently preoccupied with one another, Eydis and Bryda seemed content to ignore all others. A prolonged silence underlined the tension between the two sisters.

“Asfrid is not my child,” Bryda said, abruptly returning to the previous conversation. “She is my, or our, half sister. Mother remarried after you left. She and her new husband lived long enough to produce Asfrid before passing away and leaving the child in my care.”

“Then Mother did not die during the terrible famine?” Eydis’s relief was evident in her voice.

“No, you can clear your conscience on that score,” Bryda answered coolly. “Despite your abandonment of us, Mother and I made it through that hard winter. Shortly after you went away to the safety of the seclusionary, things improved here. Or maybe it was because you were gone and there was more food to go around. Perhaps we should have been grateful you went. Mother certainly was. It comforted her to know at least one of her children would survive.”

“I did not ask to be an adherent,” Eydis cut in. “When the Head Hearer passed through town looking for a promising girl to take into training, Mother begged her to select one of us. She knew any child brought up in the seclusionary would not go hungry, would not fall victim to the starvation so many others suffered that year. I do not know why the Hearer chose me. She always said she saw something in me. That the First Mother had a plan for me.”

Bryda said tonelessly, “I do not care what the adherents saw in you. Even as a small child, I never resented my big sister leaving us behind to die. Like Mother, I was glad to know you were sheltered in a safe place. It was good to think some part of our family would live on. Though of course, to our surprise, all of us made it through in the end.”

Eydis sounded cautious. “If you never resented my going, why do you seem angry with me?”

“You know the reason why,” her sister responded. “I can see it by the guilt on your face. For all these years you were only a stone’s throw away. Yet you never once reached beyond the seclusionary walls to inquire after us. It is as if you did not care to know whether we lived or died.”

“But for pilgrimages, visits to the outside were forbidden to adherents-in-training,” Eydis said quietly.

“You could have sent a message.”

“All communication was forbidden. Inside Shroudstone, we were admonished to forget any life or loved ones we had known before. Fully devoting ourselves to the First Mother required beginning anew.”

“Such rules would not have stopped the Eydis I once knew,” Bryda said bitterly. “The older sister who used to beg and pick pockets in the streets to support us. That sister was too strong and determined to be imprisoned by walls or by the words of some musty old adherents.”

“That is true,” Eydis admitted softly.

Doing his best to remain invisible, Orrick watched from the corner of his vision as Eydis reached across the table to place a hand on her sister’s arm.

“But you see, I was not that girl of the streets any longer,” she continued. “From the first moment I set foot inside Shroudstone, something changed in me. I knew, as the Head Hearer knew, that I had been spared for a purpose. That the First Mother required something of me, and I must empty my head and my heart of anything that might hold me back from her service. Even if that distraction was my own family, and clearing my mind meant accepting that they would likely perish. Nothing could be allowed to swerve me from my greater purpose.”

Eydis looked as though she were willing her sister to understand the painfulness of her sacrifice.

It was impossible to guess what Bryda was thinking. Aloud she said simply, “You are here now. Should I take it you have finally achieved this ‘greater’ purpose?”

“Not yet. But I have glimpsed the destiny that lies before me and…”

Eydis’s voice trailed off. Seemingly changing her mind about whatever she had been about to say, she continued, “I realized that before I faced the task ahead I needed to settle the matter that has plagued my heart all these years. I must learn what became of my family. I had to look upon their faces, or upon their graves, while I had the chance.”

“What do you mean?” Bryda sounded newly alert. “Is something awful about to happen?”

“I hope not,” Eydis answered.

Before she could elaborate, a small head suddenly popped up from beneath the table.

“Are you my sister?” the little girl asked Eydis softly.

“It seems that I am,” Eydis said, setting aside her solemnity. “Or I am your half sister, at least. Asfrid, is it?”

The child nodded shyly.

“How old are you, Asfrid?”

Bryda answered for the child. “Asfrid is not yet seven. Mother and my stepfather passed on just five years ago when Asfrid was an infant. I have had the raising of her since.”

“Although you would have been not much more than a child yourself at the time,” Eydis observed.

Bryda stuck out her chin. “I am used to responsibility. You are not the only one in this family who knows about duty.”

Little Asfrid interrupted, taking Eydis’s sleeve. “Do you like honeyflowers?” she asked.

On receiving the affirmative, the child dashed out the front door, declaring she was going to pick some flowers for her new sister.

Orrick had observed all of this quietly from across the room. But apparently unwilling to ignore his presence any longer, Bryda turned toward him abruptly.

“And what about your brooding metal-clad companion?” she asked Eydis. “Where does he fit into all this? Do not tell me you found him inside any seclusionary.”

Eydis glanced at Orrick. “That’s a long story.”

Briefly she summarized all that had recently occurred. She explained her vision at Silverwood Grove and her discovery of Orrick and Geveral. She spoke of her mission to prepare Earth Realm for the coming days, the dark times she had glimpsed through her vision. She gave as few details as possible, but perhaps that was calculated to avoid frightening her sister.

Orrick was surprised to feel something akin to regret as Eydis spoke of the fate of Geveral, lost and surely dead in the mountains. Maybe he should not have been so hard on the dryad while he lived.

During the conversation, little Asfrid came back into the house, a crown of woven honeyflowers atop her head. She had woven a similar chain of honeyflowers to go around Bryda’s neck and a smaller one that she slipped onto Eydis’s wrist. Ducking her head, the shy child even appeared to be gathering her courage to present such a gift to Orrick.

With a menacing look, he drove her away. He’d never had much patience for children.

Outside the near window he watched the sun’s progress across the sky. Afternoon was lengthening into evening. Thinking of the shadow monster that might emerge to stalk Eydis again after dark, he was impatient to be away. They should be astride his ghost horse right now and putting the city behind them.

Remembering the spirit horse he had left outside the city walls yesterday, he wondered if it still waited there. Who could say whether the beast might disappear in a puff of smoke at any time? You could never trust such unnatural creatures.

He returned his mind to the present to find Eydis making plans with Bryda to spend the coming night here in the cottage. He almost stepped in to kill the idea. But one look at Eydis’s face kept him silent. He could see she would resist any attempt to separate her so soon from her sisters. She needed more time, and he found himself strangely willing to give it. Once he would have argued. But now he thought of how easily Eydis could have died during the battle of Asincourt. Of how Geveral was seemingly lost to them, killed by the workings of some foul wizard.

And reluctantly he accepted Eydis’s decision. They would not be moving on until morning.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Eydis



 

Even as Eydis visited with her sisters, she was aware of Orrick’s impatience. He seemed distracted by some concern. At length he made a mysterious comment about having left something waiting outside the city walls and needing to go check that it remained there.

“I will mask you before you go,” Eydis offered. “You are still a wanted man, and someone could recognize you by description. I can give you another face.”

Orrick scowled. “I have told you before and will go on telling you, I’ve no use for magic. I’ve had more than enough of it already.”

He rubbed his forehead and briefly looked as though he were thinking of something far from here. Then he seemed to remember abruptly where he was. He would be back in an hour or two, he said, and was out the door.

“It is good he is gone,” Bryda said when he had left. “You look as if you have been on the road for ages. I am going to bring you some wash water and a change of clothes. You and I are about the same size, so you can wear something of mine for now. I will wash your dirty things, and they will be dry by morning.”

And that was what they did. Eydis cleaning up at the washbasin while Bryda carried her travel-stained clothing away to a washtub outside.

Eydis put the former contents of her pockets along with her knife and her belt pouch on a nearby shelf. She had no need of those things here. Also left on the shelf was the small pouch containing the mysterious crystals she had rescued from the tunnel below the Asincourt seclusionary.

It was refreshing to wash away the grime of the road, even if she felt strange afterward, dressing herself in Bryda’s unfamiliar clothing. She could hardly remember the last time she had worn a full-length skirt or soft-soled shoes.

Her mud-spattered boots were carried off by little Asfrid. For scraping, Eydis assumed. Either that or the child had a fondness for stealing shoes.

Outside the door she could hear the splash of water as Bryda washed her laundry out in the yard. The washing sounds were accompanied by soft humming. It was a familiar tune, one that took Eydis back to her early childhood.

“I know that song,” she said to no one in particular. “Mother used to sing it while she worked around the house.”

“She sang it,” Bryda agreed, coming back inside. “But it was you who invented it. You were always making up silly songs and games when we were small. I remember you said that song came to you in a dream.”

Eydis shrugged. “I do not remember the dream. It seems your memory is better than mine. Shouldn’t you leave those outside?”

She gestured to the clean, wet clothing Bryda was bringing back inside.

Bryda shook her head. “It looks like it could rain tonight. We’ll hang them up in here to dry.”

“Let me help,” Eydis offered.

“Certainly not,” came the brisk reply. “You are a guest.”

It was true. Eydis felt more like a visitor than a family member in this house. But how could she not, after so many years spent apart from Bryda? And little Asfrid, returning now with the freshly cleaned boots, was entirely a stranger to her.

The child was humming that familiar tune too as she set the boots before the fire. Watching Bryda hang her dripping laundry from hooks on either side of the fireplace, Eydis fingered the honeyflower bracelet Asfrid had given her.

Hardly realizing what she did, she joined in with the wordless tune her sisters were humming. Caught up in the song, for a brief moment she felt the warmth of kinship with her family that she had been seeking all along. She forgot her quest and the dangers stalking her and relaxed, enjoying the cozy scene of her sisters gathered around the fireplace and the feeling of belonging there with them.

Then she began to notice the light. At first she thought it was the setting sun casting its last rays through the far window.

But it was not that. The light was coming from within the cottage. It was not a flickering gold, like the glow cast by the fireplace. This was a cool white light, pulsing faintly from the direction of the shelf along the wall.

It was the Tears of the Mother giving off this strange magical glow.

Bryda and Asfrid fell silent as they noticed it too.

In the sudden stillness the light flared brighter, so blinding that Eydis had to shield her eyes. Little Asfrid made a frightened sound. But before anyone else could move or speak, the light winked out, vanishing as suddenly as it had appeared.

Eydis rushed to examine the crystals. When she reached them, she found the Tears of the Mother were gone, transformed into a gold rod encrusted with gems. A memory leapt into her mind. A vision she’d once had of Rathnakar and of a scepter of power hanging suspended in the air.

This was that scepter. She was certain of it.

Slowly, reluctantly, she closed her fingers around the scepter. It was heavy and felt cold to the touch. A strange sense of dread rippled through her as she clasped the scepter and held it aloft.

Bryda’s voice cut into her amazed thoughts.

“What is that?” Bryda demanded, moving to place herself protectively between her small sister and the scepter in Eydis’s hand. “What have you brought into this house?”

Eydis winced at the questions tinged with accusation. As quickly as that, the brief bond she had felt with her sisters was broken. Again she was an outsider.

She lowered the scepter. “It’s all right,” she said, as much to reassure herself as the others. “It’s only a harmless object of gold and gems. There is no reason to fear.”

Bryda looked suspicious and unconvinced. “It does not look like any ordinary object to me. You must take it away at once.”

Eydis reminded herself not everyone was as accustomed to magic and its startling manifestations as she was.

“I am sorry, but this is too important to let out of my sight,” she told Bryda firmly. “But look, I’ll put it here inside my cloak where it’s all safe and hidden.”

She took her cloak from a peg on the wall and wrapped it around the scepter.

“See?” she said, looking down at little Asfrid. “It’s gone now and can’t hurt us.”

Asfrid looked relieved. Even Bryda seemed to relax slightly once the scepter had disappeared from view.

Eydis was just glancing around the room for a place to keep the bundled scepter when there came the sound of approaching footsteps outside.

The door burst open.

Mind racing instantly to last night’s shadow monster, Eydis tensed and reached for her belt knife before remembering she had left it on the shelf.

But it was only Orrick filling the doorway, back from his mysterious mission.

He must have immediately sensed the mood of the room, for he asked, “What’s happened?”

Eydis frowned thoughtfully at the bundle in her hands. “I don’t quite know yet. Something important, I think.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Eydis blinked in the darkness, trying to figure out what had awakened her. She strained her ears but heard only the usual household sounds. The pop and hiss of the flames in the fireplace, coming from the room below. The howl of the wind outside. The ordinary creaks of the timbers in the floors and walls. Bryda snoring gently in the cot next to hers.

Earlier, after their initial amazement at the transformation of the crystals into the scepter, they had all gone to bed. Eydis had climbed the rickety ladder to the loft where Asfrid had given up her cot beside Bryda’s. The child was now tucked away in a “cave,” a pile of pillows and blankets she had made up for herself beneath the table downstairs.

Everyone had settled in to sleep, and all had been quiet. Until now.

Wondering at the persistent feeling something was wrong, Eydis swept a hand under her pillow to check that the scepter was safe. It was still there, exactly where she had placed it before going to sleep. But the touch of the cool metal did not reassure her.

She rose quietly, careful not to disturb Bryda, and crawled to the edge of the loft. Peering down into the shadowy room below, she could see Asfrid sleeping peacefully. At least she could see the parts of the child that were tangled in blankets and poking out from under the table.

Across the room was Orrick, a solid and motionless figure sitting in a high-backed chair before the fire. He was so still Eydis would have imagined him asleep if the firelight playing across his features had not revealed otherwise. His great horned helmet and heavy armor rested on the floor beside the chair, but his sword was still balanced across his knees. After the recent encounter with the shadow monster, Orrick had declared he would not be caught off guard. Eydis had no doubt he would remain awake and on the alert all night.

But even that knowledge could not silence her strange premonition of danger. She searched her memory but could not recall what sort of dreams she had been having a few moments before. Perhaps there had been some sort of vision or warning in them? Or possibly she was only on edge after all that had happened of late.

Either way she could not go back to sleep now.

After collecting the belt knife she had laid out within easy reach, she hesitated over the scepter but decided it was best left where it was.

She tiptoed around Bryda’s cot and descended the wobbly ladder into the lower room. There, she checked the door, reassuring herself it was securely bolted. A faint stirring of air drew her notice to the window near the fireplace, and she crossed the room softly to pull it closed.

Orrick stirred in his chair for the first time, though she knew he had long been aware of her presence.

“You should be asleep,” he said. “Rest while you can, and I’ll keep watch. We cannot stay in this place for long. Not while that creature stalks you and I am hunted by—”

He broke off abruptly, arousing Eydis’s curiosity.

“While you are hunted by what?” she asked, securing the window latch. “You have been secretive since you found me. In fact, you have yet to fully explain how you came to find me at all. You’ve said the oracle sent you in search of me, but how did you arrive so quickly? It is a long journey from rangelands to wetlands.”

She had kept her voice low so as not to wake her sisters, and Orrick followed suit. “Let us just say I had some help. I encountered a pale lady who offered me a ghostly horse, the more quickly to reach you.”

Eydis’s attention was caught by that. “This pale lady of yours sounds similar to the one I once encountered on a misty isle.”

The barbarian shrugged broad shoulders. “Some spirits slink from place to place. Here one day, somewhere else the next. One of many reasons not to trust them. Or the promises they make.”

Noting his change in tone, Eydis asked, “And just what did the white lady promise you? Or more to the point, what did you offer her in exchange for the ghost horse she gave you?”

“Who is to say she wanted anything?” he asked. “Cannot a ghost give assistance for nothing?”

But at Eydis’s doubtful look, he relented. “She wanted a scepter. I suspect she meant the very one you created tonight out of those crystals. The same one that shadow creature appears to want from you. Everything seems to come back to this ‘scepter of power’.”

Both of them looked toward the loft where the scepter lay. Eydis had already told him of the vision she’d had while in the mountains. The one in which Rathnakar had taunted her over the scepter.

But before she could bring it up again, she was struck by a thought.

“You said someone is pursuing you,” she prompted.

At the mention, he scowled and rubbed his forehead. He seemed to do that a lot lately.

“The thieftaker I spoke of before. He and his hirelings hunt me for the reward on my head,” he explained. “I have no fear of those dogs, but they are aided in their tracking efforts by unnatural powers.”

He cast her a resentful glance, as though the existence of all unnatural powers were somehow her fault.

Before Eydis could seek further information, a floorboard creaked overhead.

“Bryda? Is that you?” Eydis called up to the loft nervously.

There was no response.

Eydis’s premonition of approaching danger was growing stronger.

Orrick seemed to read her thoughts. “The shadow creature could not have slipped past us. Or climbed that flimsy ladder without making a sound.”

“You forget we are dealing with a creature both invisible and capable of leaping great distances,” she corrected. Under her breath she added, “And there’s no telling what else.” Her grip tightened on the belt knife still clutched in her hand.

She went to the ladder and put her foot on the bottom rung.

There was another creaking noise from the loft and then a heavy crash reverberated through the floorboards nearby. In the center of the lower room, the floor splintered, as if under the impact of a great weight descending from above. The whole house seemed to shake.

Eydis ran to the spot where the creature had landed and plunged her knife into the nothingness. Her blade made no contact. The creature had already moved. It could be anywhere in the room.

As Orrick swung his sword in an arc, swiping at empty air, Eydis leapt back to give him room.

Realizing her sisters must have been awakened by the commotion, she raised her voice. “Bryda, Asfrid, stay where you are! It’s not safe out here!”

Remembering how the window had been open before, she planted herself in front of it. If the creature had entered this way before, it would not escape by the same means.

A sickening thud and a cry of victory from Orrick announced the barbarian’s blade had struck the monster. The sword he brandished was now stained red. But his follow-up thrust appeared to meet no resistance.

“What happened?” Eydis asked in the following silence. “Did you kill it?”

He shook his head, scanning the room warily. “Wounded only. If it was dead, it would’ve fallen.”

“Then it’s still trapped in this house,” she said. “It cannot get out.”

She strained her eyes, looking for anything out of place, any blur of movement. But there was no sign of the monster. She held her breath, listening for a creak or scuff of the floorboards. But all she heard above her own thudding heartbeat were Orrick’s panting breaths.

Could it be gone, perhaps escaping like a vapor through a crevice in the walls? Or drifting like smoke up the chimney? Who knew exactly what unnatural ability a foul creature like this might command?

Then she saw the blood. A small pattern of glistening red drops leading across the floor toward the door.

But someone barred the way.

Asfrid, a sleepy and confused look on her face, had crawled out from under the table to stand, still wrapped in her blanket, between the blood spatters and the door.

“What’s wrong?” the child asked softly, rubbing her eyes. “I heard shouting.”

Heart leaping into her throat, Eydis ordered harshly, “Asfrid! Get back under the—”

Before another word could leave Eydis’s mouth, Asfrid was suddenly hoisted into the air, as if snatched up by a giant invisible hand. For an instant the child hung suspended, her wide eyes seeking out Eydis’s. And then she was hurtled through the air, smashing into the wall with a force that could shatter bone.

With a scream, Eydis threw herself unthinkingly at the place where the monster must stand. But the shadow creature wasted no time with the door, simply crashing powerfully through it. Timbers flew in all directions.

Eydis and Orrick were right behind the monster, climbing through the jagged hole it left and rushing out into the dark street. The moon was shrouded by clouds, and the nearest streetlamp was unlit, leaving the long rows of houses on either side looming indistinctly in the shadows.

Eydis whirled, trying to figure out what direction the thing had gone.

Orrick touched her arm and pointed down the west lane. Following his direction, Eydis saw the streetlamps toward the end of the lane being snuffed out one by one, as though a powerful gale rushed past them. Already the monster was too far ahead for pursuit, traveling as swiftly as if carried on the winds of a hurricane. Amazed at the impossible sight, Eydis tracked the creature’s progress by following the darkness left in its wake until it was too far away to watch any longer.

“There is no sense pursuing the monster in the dark and on foot,” Orrick said. “Moving so swiftly, it will be out of the city in minutes.”

He was right. All they could do now was go back and check on Asfrid and Bryda.

Eydis’s initial relief at returning to the house to find Bryda now out of the loft, safe and in one piece, was snatched away as she saw what her sister knelt over. Bryda cradled Asfrid’s still form in her arms.

Eydis rushed forward. “How is she? Is she—”

But there was no need to complete the question. Little Asfrid’s hair was soaked with blood, the side of her skull caved in.

Howling with grief, Bryda drew the child into her lap and gently rocked the limp body.

Eydis took a step back from the scene, feeling hollow inside. She tried to comprehend what had happened. How a bright life could be extinguished so quickly. And how she could have failed to see it coming.

This was all her fault, she realized. She had endangered her family by leading the monster here.

Vaguely she was aware of Orrick climbing the ladder to the loft. A few moments later he returned to inform her quietly, “The scepter. It is gone.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Geveral



 

Geveral felt the dragon’s strength beginning to falter as the first streaks of dawn lit the sky to the east. They had flown all through that first night and the following day, headed for some secret destination Keir was either unable or unwilling to reveal. They had briefly stopped for rest the second night, only because the dragon’s wing, still weak from recent injury, could continue no longer. But they had been up and back in the sky again before dawn.

Geveral did not know how much longer they could sustain this pace. The dragon surely could not push itself much farther, despite its apparent eagerness to please Keir. Geveral and Keir could not last much longer either. They were weak with hunger and exhaustion. But Keir was insistent. There was no time to stop and forage for food and little time to sleep. They could take only an hour or two during the times when Kalandhia simply could not go on without a brief rest.

“This is madness,” Geveral leaned forward to say to Keir, who sat in front of him, just behind the dragon’s shoulder blades. “Kalandhia is growing weaker by the hour, and I don’t know if we are any closer to our destination than we ever were. Why can you not say where we are going?”

Keir raised his voice to be heard above the rushing wind and the rhythmic beating of the dragon’s wings. “I have told you, the voices are guiding me now, one mile at a time. I know only what they reveal to me. That we have an urgent mission to stop the enemy.”

“What enemy?” Geveral asked. “Rathnakar?”

Keir did not answer. The lad was growing increasingly preoccupied and silent, always listening for those inner voices only he could hear.

Geveral did not know what to do. Part of him felt he should regain control of the situation and put a stop to this mission that so obsessed Keir. But that was not what Eydis would do. She had believed in the boy’s destiny. She would, he suspected, do exactly what he was doing now. Risk life and limb on this wild quest, supporting the youngling who claimed to be some sort of guardian.

The landscape was changing below. They had left behind the snowcapped Arxus Mountains early yesterday and had since been passing over the forested countryside of the baselands. Now the trees were thinning, giving way to rolling, grassy plains. Geveral could no longer guess what part of Lythnia they flew over. He recognized nothing in the landscape.

Keir leaned suddenly forward and placed a hand against Kalandhia’s scaly neck. Geveral was learning this was the boy’s silent way of communicating his wishes to the beast.

Whatever Keir’s instructions had been, the dragon suddenly dropped altitude, leaving the clouds, to sail lower over the waving grasses of the meadowlands.

“Look!” Keir said suddenly. “Down there!”

Geveral looked to where the boy pointed but could make out nothing unusual. They were moving so fast the ground below sped by in a blur.

Then he saw it. In the distance ahead something was moving this way, bending and scattering the tall grasses like a whirlwind. It was impossible to fix his eyes on the thing, only on the swath it cut through the meadow.

“Now is the time,” Keir announced. “This is what we have come to confront.”

“What is it?” Geveral asked.

“A creature of shadow, invisible to the mortal eye,” Keir explained. “But it cannot hide itself from me, for I have encountered such creatures in another life.”

Another life? Geveral had to stop himself from asking for an explanation. There was no time for questions. They were fast approaching the mysterious creature, and in a matter of moments their paths would converge.

“Summon a storm,” Keir commanded. “Call down lightning as you did that night in the mountains. Strike down the monster.”

Geveral recoiled at the suggestion, memories flashing through his mind. Again he heard the roar of the landslide, saw the tide of snow burying his companions, killing them all.

“I cannot,” he protested. “If I make a mistake, it could destroy all of us. I have sworn never to use my weather powers again.”

“You must!” Keir insisted. “The fate of Lythnia and all of Earth Realm depends upon it.”

But Geveral’s mind skittered away from the thought. No more innocent lives must be lost to his clumsiness. He was paralyzed with fear.

Keir must have seen that. He gave up persuading and said instead, “The mistress of masks will think to bring me back, but do not let her. For if I am restored, so too will this powerful weapon of darkness return to the world.”

His words made no sense. Neither did the sudden change in his expression. As they hurtled ever nearer to their target, Keir showed no more excitement or fear. He had the look of one who had already glimpsed the future and accepted it.

They were nearly upon their target now.

Abruptly Geveral realized the boy’s plan. He reached out to stop him, but Keir was too quick. Evading his grasp, Keir scrambled to his feet.

“This is my sacrifice to make,” the boy cried, locking eyes with Geveral while balancing precariously on the dragon’s shoulder.

And then he threw himself over the side.

Keir dropped sharply until, in midair, he unfurled his wings, suddenly whole and strong. Like a hawk sweeping after its prey, he dove down, slamming hard into something Geveral could not see. The invisible monster.

The boy did not fight the creature but held tight, wrapping his wings around it.

Keir flared bright, glowing like a coal. Red light poured out of his nose and eye sockets. His entire body erupted into a single great flame.

Kalandhia gave an alarmed roar at the blast of heat that could be felt even at this distance. The dragon wheeled in the air, nearly unseating Geveral. All he could do was hang on and watch in horror as Keir blazed before his eyes.

Kalandhia made a quick landing, crashing to the ground and skidding roughly through the meadow.

Geveral did not wait until they came to a full halt before leaping off the dragon’s back and running through the tall grass toward Keir. But by the time he arrived it was too late.

Both guardian and shadow creature had been devoured by flame.


EPILOGUE


IN CASTIDON



 

The cemetery ground was soft and muddy from constant rain. Eydis had forgotten how much it rained in the wetlands. It was sprinkling even now, a light mist falling from the gray sky to dampen the cloaks of the mourners and form a dirty puddle in the bottom of the newly dug grave.

A tragically small coffin rested at the bottom of the deep pit. It was difficult to believe all that was left of the smiling shy little girl who had been with them only yesterday was now contained within that pine box.

Eydis found herself strangely numb, unable to feel the grief she knew would come later. Right now her heart was as frozen as her clenched fists tucked inside her pockets.

Apparently Bryda suffered no such emptiness, for she wept softly, as the local gravedigger, a dour man of few words, dumped the first shovelful’s of moist earth over the coffin.

Eydis forced herself to go to Bryda and put a comforting arm around her, although it felt unnatural to do so. It had been a long time since she had behaved like a sister, and she was out of practice.

The final mourner, Orrick stood apart from the little group. Eydis suspected he must feel like he did not quite belong here. She felt much the same herself, as though she were intruding on Bryda’s suffering, a sadness she could not fully share yet. They had been apart too long, making Eydis a stranger to her own family. Maybe someday that distance could be repaired. Or maybe not if the prophecy of Eydis’s death held true.

No one moved until the last shovelful of earth had covered the grave and the gravedigger had quietly collected his payment and left them in peace.

“You should be going,” Bryda said to Eydis when he was gone. “You have a mission ahead of you and your friend grows impatient.”

She nodded toward Orrick.

It was true that the morning was wearing on. Also true that Orrick was beginning to pace and to fiddle with his gauntlets, both signs he could not be held in one place much longer. Having stubbornly continued to refuse Eydis’s offers to disguise his features with magic, he must be wondering whether anyone in the town had recognized him yet. Whether even the old gravedigger had been staring at him oddly and was on his way to report him to the authorities even now.

There was nothing Eydis wanted more than to leave this dreary scene that made her think only of death and of her failure to protect her family.

But duty made her say, “You should not be alone right now, Bryda. We will stay with you another night.”

Despite the tears still on her cheeks, Bryda’s answer was surprisingly firm. “I would rather you did not. Your presence reminds me of Asfrid, and it will be sometime before I can think of anything else when I look at you.”

At her sister’s tone, Eydis’s stomach clenched. “I deserve your anger,” she admitted. “I drew the enemy here and brought about last night’s events. If not for me, Asfrid would still be alive.”

“Yes, she would,” Bryda said bluntly. “But that is not the only reason you must go. That monster killed our sister last night. And afterward it escaped to wreak what other manner of havoc I do not know. What I do know is that you must stop it and defeat whoever sent it. You owe that to Asfrid.”

Flinching at those last words, Eydis nonetheless agreed. “Asfrid will not have died for nothing. I promise you that.”

She raised her voice then. “Come, Orrick. We must lose no more time.”

Whirling away from the grave, she started down the muddy path leading out of the cemetery.

Bryda’s voice drifted after her. “Take care of yourself, Eydis,” she called. “I have lost one sister already, but perhaps one day there will be time to know the other again. When all of this is over.”

“I hope so too,” Eydis murmured under her breath.

She and Orrick left Bryda and the cemetery behind and made their way toward the outskirts of the city where Orrick said his horse waited to carry them away.

As she matched the barbarian’s long strides, and the smoking chimneys of Castidon fell behind them, Eydis felt as though a weight had lifted from her. She had brought death to her family and had failed to keep the scepter out of the hands of the enemy. But she had meant what she said to Bryda.

Fingering the honeyflower bracelet still worn around her wrist, she made the same vow to little Asfrid.

She would not be defeated again.

 

 

IN THE MEADOW



 

The mingled ashes of Keir and the foe he had destroyed swirled around Geveral’s ankles. He looked in vain for charred remains, but there were none. Only a heap of gray soot marked the spot where the guardian and the creature of darkness had clashed.

Keir’s words passed through Geveral’s mind, memories of the times the child had referred soberly to his destiny. Geveral could not doubt Keir had known all along he was going to his death. The boy might not have understood when and how, but he had always known the sacrifice he would be called upon to make. He had done his part.

But exactly what that meant Geveral was at a loss to know, even now. What was this invisible creature Keir had destroyed? Why had it been so vital to prevent it from reaching its destination even at the cost of Keir’s life? What had the young “guardian” been guarding?

Failure weighing heavily upon him, Geveral backed away from the ashes.

Something crunched beneath his boot. Looking down, he saw an object on the ground, glittering in the light of the rising sun. He swept aside the tall grass partially concealing the item and discovered a rod constructed of gold and encrusted with gems.

Obviously it was not Keir’s. The invisible creature must have been carrying it.

A powerful object this golden scepter must be to have survived the blaze that had destroyed its bearer. Too powerful. There had to be some enchantment giving the thing strength.

Geveral picked up the scepter and tucked it into his belt. Perhaps Eydis would know what to make of the thing. If he ever found her again.

For now he had other matters to concern him. Kneeling, he scooped up all the gray powder he could gather from the ground and put it into an empty container in his traveling pack. There was no way to recognize or separate the ashes of friend from foe, so he took both. He did not know what he would do with the ashes. Only that he felt compelled to gather them. He could not abandon Keir’s remains in a place like this.

When he finished collecting the ashes, he climbed back onto Kalandhia’s back and told the dragon to take them away from here. He could not convey instructions to the creature as Keir could, through his thoughts. But when he spoke them aloud, Kalandhia appeared to understand what he wanted.

For a wonder, the beast obeyed, the beating of its broad wings stirring the meadow grasses as it lifted the pair of them up into the sky.

As the meadowlands fell away below, Geveral turned his thoughts to the future.

 

 

IN THE TEMPLE OF SILVERWOOD GROVE



 

“Who is there?”

Parthenia held her lantern high, letting its light penetrate to the shadowed end of the corridor. She had been making her nightly rounds about the temple to ensure everything was as it should be. The attendants were sleeping soundly in their pallets. All was peaceful. But then she had heard sounds from the nearby hall. Soft footfalls as though someone was creeping stealthily around the place.

“Step into the light where I can see you,” she demanded sharply.

She expected it to be some restless attendant roaming the halls or getting up to mischief. A reprimand hovered on the tip of her tongue.

But the figure that now shed the cloak of darkness and entered the warm pool of light was no foolish attendant. The glow of Parthenia’s lantern reflected off golden patterns tracing across violet colored skin.

“Your Wisdom,” Parthenia exclaimed, startled.

She recovered quickly, trying not to let the oracle see her surprise. It was always unsettling to encounter the strange four-armed figure unexpectedly before having a chance to brace oneself. In the middle of the night, it was doubly so.

The oracle made a calming gesture with one hand. “Peace, Server Parthenia. There is no cause for alarm. I am merely going out for a moonlit walk in the gardens.”

Parthenia hid her surprise. The oracle had not been beyond the walls of the temple in a year or more. Such a visit to the outdoors was highly unusual, and Parthenia could not imagine what precipitated this sudden need for a midnight stroll.

Trying to read the smooth lines of the oracle’s face, she hinted, “Your Wisdom is troubled over the uncertain fate of the mistress of masks and the scepter of power.”

It was impertinent to imply the oracle was blind to vital events. And yet the look on her face said Parthenia’s guess was right.

The oracle said coolly, “All is in hand, Server. Soon my view of the future will be clear again.”

She made as if to walk on, but Parthenia barred her path, suggesting, “I shall accompany you to light your way.”

“There is no need,” the oracle answered firmly. “I seek no company but my own tonight.”

“Of course. As Your Wisdom wishes.”

Parthenia bowed her head in acquiescence and watched as the oracle continued down the corridor alone.

When she had disappeared from sight, Parthenia hesitated only a moment before putting down her lantern and quietly hurrying after her. Slipping out the same side entrance the oracle had taken, she passed beneath an archway and entered the moonlit gardens.

She spied her quarry immediately and slowed her steps, careful not to overtake her. Keeping just near enough not to lose sight of the veiled figure, she trailed the oracle down the pebbled path. Beyond the trees and out in the open, the grass was painted silver by the light of the moon. But the tree shadows lining the way were long, offering concealment if the oracle were to glance back. The little bells dangling from slender overhanging branches chimed softly in the night breeze, disguising the sounds of Parthenia’s bare feet on the pebbled path.

Once the temple was behind them, the oracle moved more swiftly, as though suddenly impatient to complete her mission.

Parthenia’s curiosity was piqued, and it was too late to turn back, so she quickened her own pace to keep up. With surprise she recognized the path they were taking would lead them directly to the sacred pool.

The oracle must be desperate indeed for a clearer glimpse into the future. There was a time when she had visited the pool regularly, seeking guidance within its still waters. But that had been long ago, and she had not approached that place in years. Tonight it occurred to Parthenia, for the first time, to wonder why. With the rise of the evil Raven King, was guidance not needed more than ever in these times?

The oracle must think the same, for she removed her veil as she entered the deep shadows of the Grove. At the edge of the pool, she undressed in preparation before stepping into the dark waters.

The black surface of the sacred pool was like a mirror, reflecting the star-scattered sky above. As the oracle waded deeper, ripples spread across the water, making the reflections of the stars seem to dance.

Parthenia was briefly distracted with looking for a place to observe unseen. She selected a vine-covered pillar to hide behind. When she looked back to the pool again, she saw the oracle was now in up to her hips. Before she could proceed any deeper, there was a sudden turmoil in the water nearby, accompanied by a splash.

Slowly, ominously, a shape began to rise above the surface. The top of a head emerged, covered in green moss. It was followed by a scaly, not-quite-human face and female form. Hauling itself up onto a rock, the pool guardian clung to the stone with clawlike hands.

The oracle could not proceed without passing by the unearthly creature, and something in its milky-white gaze appeared to warn her not to.

For a tense moment oracle and pool guardian stared at one another as if communicating in some silent way. The oracle’s back was toward Parthenia, her face hidden, but her anger was clear as her voice rang out across the grove.

“You cannot forbid me the pool, Guardian. Do you not know the Great Oracle of the grove? Have you forgotten whom you serve?”

The green-scaled creature remained silent, its unblinking eyes defiant. Parthenia had never seen death in a gaze before, but she saw it now. If the oracle insisted on bathing in the sacred pool, Parthenia had a firm conviction the act would be her last.

The oracle must have sensed as much because, after a brief hesitation, she backed away from that watchful glare. Dripping wet, she withdrew from the pool, collected her things quickly, and departed the grove by the same path that had brought her. This route brought her past Parthenia’s hiding place, and as she drew near, Parthenia was stunned by the look of fear on the oracle’s face.

Perhaps drawn by some unconscious sound or movement from the server, the oracle’s eyes found her among the shadows.

Parthenia was not supposed to be here, spying, and yet she found herself not dropping her gaze apologetically as she once might have. She knew the oracle’s secret now, and the knowledge made her bold.

“Not bathing in the pool after all?” she asked. “What changed Your Wisdom’s mind?”

The oracle’s expression grew closed. “The water is cold tonight. Perhaps another time.”

It was an unconvincing excuse from one who so often sought out physical discomfort. But Parthenia let her cling to both the lie and her dignity.

She could afford to bide her time now she knew the truth, that the Great Oracle of Silverwood Grove dared not enter the sacred pool. For her heart was impure.

 

 

AT THE ASINCOURT SECLUSIONARY



 

Varian started awake, gasping for breath. Sweat sleeked his skin, and the blankets were tangled from his tossing about during his nightmare.

Something burned uncomfortably hot against his chest. The enchanted medallion given him by the First Father. That same medallion that allowed him to control the undead army he had led in the battle of Asincourt.

Varian winced as he peeled the medallion painfully away from his skin where it had burned an indentation into his flesh. In his head the voice from his dream echoed again. The voice of the First Father, who now called himself Rathnakar the Raven King.

Despite your failures, I have yet some use for you, pitiful servant. One final chance for you to redeem yourself. Leave the Asincourt seclusionary. Your object there has already been carried away in the hands of those you allowed to escape. Take my army across Lythnia to the borderlands. I have plans for you there.

“As the master commands, I obey,” Varian whispered, clutching the medallion in his hand. The heated metal was already beginning to cool.

He sat upright in the narrow cot and looked around his dark cell. He had claimed these sparse quarters from a previous inhabitant. Doubtless one of the adherents who had fled the seclusionary during the battle.

For an instant he felt strangely at home here, the somber, solitary surroundings reminding him of the tombs of Umanath. Vaguely he remembered the simple existence he had led there, his life dedicated to preserving the memory and peace of the dead.

But such recollections were dim now, like memories from another lifetime. Even his early conviction that in serving Rathnakar he served the First Father had grown confused of late. He no longer ascribed any identity to the Raven King but that of master. All he knew now was a feverish desire to serve and obey this powerful being.

Rising from the cot, he wandered from the room. Undead soldiers crowded the corridors beyond, noisily brawling and feasting on the stores they had uncovered from the kitchen. Varian ignored these rotten shells more closely resembling beasts than men. The sight and smell of the walking corpses no longer disturbed him. He had grown accustomed to their stinking presence during the time since they had vanquished the defenders and taken over the cluster of crumbling buildings that made up the Asincourt seclusionary.

Many days and nights they had spent here, awaiting guidance that did not come. They awaited orders from the master, but he remained silent. They expected an eventual attack from the neighboring Asincourt town, but the local Lord Karol was either too stupid or too cowardly to muster his own soldiers to reclaim the seclusionary.

And so this army of undead, ignored by the world, had sat abandoned by the master who had awakened them. Until now.

Varian ducked into an empty dining hall. The room was bare but for long rows of tables. Candlesticks and anything else worth taking must have been carried away by the fleeing adherents who had escaped by tunnel shortly before the seclusionary walls fell. There were a few chairs left standing around the tables, but most had been fed into the great fireplace at the end of the room. The current occupants cared nothing for furnishings, splintering anything that could be burned and using it for fuel.

Varian walked over to the blazing fireplace. It was an immense thing that a man could easily stand upright inside. Leaning against the mantel, he felt the heat of the flames against his face.

As he gazed into the fire, the leaping flames seemed to twist and writhe, gradually taking on the form of a great fortress. Somehow the place was known to Varian, although he had never laid eyes on it. He was receiving knowledge from the master, he realized.

This fortress was a meeting point where the three corners of Kroad, Lythnia, and the Lostlands converged. The structures Varian saw there were damaged and in disrepair. The high points from which proud banners had once flown were bare. But the walls remained formidable and strong, capable of holding out the most powerful of armies, unless betrayed from within. At one time those imposing walls and soaring pinnacles had been built by the hands of men. But monsters from the Lostlands now patrolled the battlements. Winged Aviads, brutish trolls, and bloodthirsty minohides.

Since the fall of Endguard, these creatures of the Lostlands controlled the fortress they had wrested from the barbarian Kroads. But beyond encroaching on the edge of Kroadian and Lythnian borders, they lacked plan or purpose. They did not yet know it but, like Varian and his undead army, they awaited the call of the master.

Now that call was coming, and Varian was to be the deliverer of its message.

Looking upon the scene, his mind returned to his nightmare. The voice of the master again filled his thoughts.

The scepter that would free my mortal frame has eluded me, and Earth Realm must know my fury. Lythnia will be the first to feel my power. Lead my undead army to the Lostlands and Endguard. Merge with the lost creatures, and expand my army for the coming battle. I will be free yet, and the catalysts destroyed. The time of chaos has come.

 

 

Continue the adventure in Book 3, Summoner of Storms



 


[image: ]




 


WANT TO BE NOTIFIED BY EMAIL AS NEW BOOKS FROM C. GREENWOOD BECOME AVAILABLE? SIGN UP HERE.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR


USA TODAY bestselling author C. Greenwood started writing stories shortly after learning her ABCs and hasn't put down her pen since. After falling in love with the fantasy genre more than a decade ago, she began writing sword and sorcery novels. The result was the birth of her best known works, the Legends of Dimmingwood series. In addition to her writing, Ms. Greenwood is a wife, mom and graphic designer.

Want to learn more about C. Greenwood or her books? Check out her website or “like” her on Facebook.

 

Legends of Dimmingwood Series



 

Magic of Thieves ~ Book I



Betrayal of Thieves ~ Book II



Circle of Thieves ~ Book III



Redemption of Thieves ~ Book IV



Journey of Thieves ~ Book V



Rule of Thieves ~ Book VI



 

Catalysts of Chaos Series

 

Mistress of Masks ~ Book I



Betrayer of Blood ~ Book II



Summoner of Storms ~ Book III



cover.jpeg
_ USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CATALYSTS OF CHAOS SERIES: BOOK I

BETRAY ER

BreobD





OEBPS/Images/other.jpg
CATALYSTS OF CHAOS SERIES

BEGIN THE ADVENTURE ...






OEBPS/Images/next.jpg
¥ UsyfO0AY BESTSELEING AUTHOR

“SUMMONER

* . STORMS





OEBPS/Images/sub.jpg
receive a

FREE EBOOK
when you sign up!






