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      None of the Federation sentries spared more than a passing glance for the gray-robed pilgrim as he wound his way through the isolated watchtowers that bracketed the road leading up to the east gates of Arishaig. None of those who occupied the towers and could look down on all who passed; none of those stationed to either side of the gates themselves, armed and ready to act to defend the city should a threat present itself. Not even any of those standing atop the walls overlooking the approach, all of whom had the longest span of time and clearest opportunity to observe him.

      He was beneath their notice.

      He was ragged and sweat-stained, and while he walked steadily enough, there was an air of weariness about him that confirmed his visible circumstances. Others traveling the road passed him by easily, and none of them paid him but a moment’s notice, either. The pilgrim was hooded, so it was impossible to see his face within the shadows of his covering – not without making an effort, and no one felt inclined to do so. He was just one more visitor to the Federation Capital City, one more visitor come to view the most wondrous Southland edifice constructed in the last fifty years.

      Indeed, the city of Arishaig frequently astounded the men and women of the Four Lands. Rebuilt after the demons of the Forbidding had burned it to the ground, it was nothing if not formidable. Constructed to withstand any attack launched against it – whether by demons and dragons or things more fearful still – Arishaig had become a fortress that defied all attackers. Its walls soared hundreds of feet high and were thicker than the tightened formation lines of a shield-and-spear rank. Its battlements were studded with flash rips and rail slings loaded and ready to release, all mounted on swivels that directed fire accurately and broadly. Airships were situated on elevated landing pads in each of the four corners of the city proper, with flits and skiffs and other assorted quick-moving fliers readily available for the use of First Response – the company formed years earlier to serve as an initial line of defense against all assaults on the city.

      Within, an inner wall shadowed the outer, and within both rings the entire population save those engaged in labor on the outlying farms worked and resided. Five million people lived within Arishaig now – and some claimed there were even more. Even the bulk of the Federation army was housed and trained inside those walls. And at its exact center, the Phoenix Tower – symbol of a Federation city raised from the ashes of the old – towered above all, rising more than thirty stories into the clouds. The Coalition Council occupied it. The Federation government’s offices, living quarters, healing centers, education adjuncts, and food storage warehouses formed a compound more than a mile square.

      All this awaited the traveler in the gray robes, but he kept his eyes on the road ahead. He already knew what lay within. He had passed this way before.

      A flurry of skyward motion, coupled with the sound of expended power from diapson crystals exploding through parse tubes, caught his attention, and for a second he slowed. Ghost Flares roared overhead, the fastest of the airships, looking like naught but black shadows as they flashed past. All eyes turned skyward to watch. Even the gray-robed pilgrim paused.

      But only so he would not attract attention by choosing to move while the others stood still.

      At the gates, he waited in line for permission to pass. Others crowded ahead of him, and he let them do so. Patience in all things, he reminded himself. When it was his turn to approach, he did so almost reluctantly, his robes dragging on the ground, his head lowered.

      The soldiers judging the merits of those seeking admission barely looked at him. “Name?” said one.

      “Raushka.” His voice was as weary as his look.

      “Home?”

      “I am from Sterne.”

      “Business?”

      A moment’s hesitation. “I seek medical care.”

      Now the soldier looked up. “What sort of medical care?”

      “Surgery to repair flesh damaged in a fire. I require a reconstruction.”

      Another soldier stepped forward to join the first. Both peered at him questioningly. “Where were you burned?” the new man asked.

      “My face.”

      The soldiers exchanged a glance. “Let me see,” said the first.

      The pilgrim hesitated. “I would advise against it.”

      “Fellow, we are soldiers,” said the second. “What we have already seen would turn your innards to jelly. Let us be the judge of what we can and cannot stand to look upon.”

      A long silence. “As you wish.”

      He lifted his head slightly and pulled back the hood. The soldiers’ faces turned ashen. People around them gasped and flinched back. One woman turned her head and vomited. The pilgrim stood without moving, his face and head exposed, his eyes – or the one eye that remained – fixed on the soldier who claimed to have seen the worst of everything.

      “That’s enough,” the soldier said, shaking his head in dismay. “Cover yourself.”

      The pilgrim did so, again assuming a slightly bent position so that his face retreated once more into the hood’s shadows.

      The speaker took a deep breath. He didn’t even bother looking at his fellow. “If there is help for you here, it surpasses any form of healing I am familiar with. Go on, now, and find it if you can.”

      The pilgrim moved on, into the shadow of the gates, into the throngs that crowded the streets beyond. Behind him, there were mutterings and exclamations, oaths and wardings. Everyone was unsettled by what they had seen.

      Just as the pilgrim had intended.

       

      When the door to his shop opened an hour later and the pilgrim walked through, the old man who was the shop’s owner and sole occupant glanced up in the manner of the soldiers at the gate, but was quicker than they were to revise his level of interest. The pilgrim was not who he appeared to be; the owner recognized this at once. It was his business to deal with men and women who specialized in deception and trickery, and he knew this one. So instincts honed on a thousand such encounters kept him from being caught off guard.

      The gray-robed horror approached the counter and stopped. He did not look up. He did not lift his face into the light. “You have what I ordered?”

      “I do,” the old man replied. “Do you wish it now?”

      “In a minute. Tell me, is your business much improved since leaving Sterne? Is it not doing better in Arishaig?”

      The question seemed innocuous, but no question asked by this man ever was. “I am content.”

      “You traffic in so many wondrous things. It must be easier finding them here, in such a large city.”

      “It is easier, yes.”

      “And you remember it was I who sent you here? I who told you to leave Sterne before the unfortunate events involving the Red Slash? You remember this?”

      “I could hardly forget. And I will always be grateful.”

      “Opportunities abound?”

      “They do.”

      “But where there are greater opportunities, there are greater temptations, as well. Opportunities present themselves – opportunities that require acts once believed unthinkable. What does it matter if you commit a small betrayal when doing so might result in the acquisition of a considerable fortune?”

      The old man went cold. “Such acts serve little purpose if you are a dead man. It is much better to stay faithful to those who have been faithful to you.”

      The pilgrim laughed softly. “I would expect you to say as much.”

      “Is there some reason you think I have deceived you?”

      “None. I ask only to reassure myself. If you were to lie, I would see it in your eyes. Why don’t you show me what you have been holding for me?”

      The old man took the pilgrim into the back of his shop. This establishment was much like the one he had managed in Sterne – small, cramped, and shabby, filled with this and that – a place where no discernible order or purpose revealed itself to any save himself. He still mostly provided information and access, although now and then – and for his better customers – he also provided supplies. He had done so for this man, this monster.

      The back of the store was much like the front, although so crammed with boxes and crates that almost no open space was available. The two of them barely found room to maneuver as the old man released the spring catch hidden in the wall behind the false crate and pulled out the garments hung within.

      “You may try them on here, if you wish,” he offered.

      The pilgrim lifted his head far enough that his distorted features were revealed. The old man shuddered inwardly but kept from showing his horror. “An imaginative disguise,” he managed.

      A thin laugh. “Not a disguise, exactly. More a reordering of flesh, blood, and bone through a careful employment of magic. I wished to look a certain way and I found the means by which to do so. I took no chances of discovery.”

      The shopkeeper bowed in acknowledgment. “Very clever.”

      “I will need a basin filled with hot water, towels, and a mirror.” The pilgrim’s face lowered once more into shadow. “Can you provide me with these?”

      The old man beckoned. “My apartment is next door. Come.”

      They went outside. The old man locked the door to his business behind him, then walked a dozen steps to another door. A stairway took them to an upstairs hallway. His was the second door on the left. He unlocked it and they entered. Once inside, he started to lock the door behind them when the pilgrim stopped him.

      “Go back to your shop and wait for me there. Leave the key to these rooms. I will lock up when I am done and return the key before leaving.”

      Bowing, the old man did as he was ordered. There was never any question of doing otherwise. He left the apartment, went back down the stairs, and returned to his shop. He took a few minutes to close up his hiding place in the back room and reseal the false crate front. Then he waited, occupying himself with cataloging the cost of his services and watching the clock on the wall tick slowly toward the new hour. He was not afraid of this man, but he was wary. It did not matter that he would never betray him. If the man even suspected he had, he would be dead. There was no predicting a man like that. He would rest easier when this business was finished.

      He did not have to wait much longer. Approximately thirty minutes later, the shop door opened. The man who entered was garbed in black robes of fine quality, with silver embroidery woven into the edges of the sleeves. A patch was sewn into the breast panel over his heart – an insignia well known throughout the Four Lands. It was called the Eilt Druin and displayed the image of a hand holding forth a burning torch. It could be found on the robes of all members of the Fourth Druid Order.

      The face of the pilgrim had changed yet again; now he was someone else entirely. The shopkeeper did not know this man, and he thought it would be best if he forgot him right away. It would be best if he took even the memory of that face to the grave with him.

      “Excellency,” he said instead. “Always your servant.”

      The other man made no response but merely handed back the key to the shopkeeper’s apartment. The old man took it and pocketed it. The man who pretended to be a Druid then handed him a fistful of credits – far more than the shopkeeper had expected for his services.

      “Remember this,” the man said. “I always reward those who serve me well, and I always find out about those who don’t.”

      Then he turned and went through the door, his black Druid robes billowing out behind him. The old man walked to the doorway and watched him go. Even after the stranger was gone, he waited almost an hour, just to be sure. Then he closed up his shop and retired to his apartment. Once there, he counted out the credits he had been paid and swore he would never do this again.

      But he was lying to himself; he would always do whatever this man told him to.

      Because it was never a good idea to say no to Arcannen Rai.
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      Leofur Rai stood at the parapets of the inner walls of Paranor, staring out over the miles and miles of deep woods that surrounded the Druid’s Keep. She studied the emerald canopy with intense concentration, as if she might find something that was hidden. Then, pushing back from the walls, she began wandering the ramparts, looking at her feet as she walked, wondering where she was going – not here specifically, of course, but in the wider course of her life. She remained unsure, even after a year of searching. An entire year spent living in Paranor.

      Paxon had brought her to Paranor after they had lived together for a time in Wayford – an arrangement arrived at spontaneously and with considerable misgivings on her part. She could still recall the night he appeared on her doorstep after a five-year absence. He had looked so desperate, so lost, that her heart had broken for him. At the time, she had been convinced that he was never returning – that he had chosen a different path from the one she had once imagined they would take together, and there was nothing she could do about it. So it was a shock that he had found his way back.

      A shock that, after it lessened, would arouse suspicion, regret, and deep uncertainty.

      But she had taken him in. Her feelings for him were still strong enough that she was not prepared to cast him out, so she had brought him into her home and into her life in less than a week. He was damaged, she knew, and needed time to recover. He had left the Druid order. He was thinking of abandoning his post as the High Druid’s Blade. What happened to him when he faced the sorcerer Arcannen in the city of Sterne, and thereafter when he searched for – and found – the strange boy who had inherited the magic of the wishsong, had undone him. He was still Paxon, but hollow and directionless, and believed she was the true north that might lead him out of the wilderness. 

      The love they found grew slowly but steadily. The seeds had been planted even before his return. Like flowers buried in fertile soil, love had broken through and bloomed into something amazing. She had doubted it for a time, wary of such miracles, but in the end had given herself to it readily. He wanted her; he needed her. He was where he belonged with her. She could feel it in his words and actions. But would it last? She couldn’t be sure. She only knew it was worth finding out.

      Then, inevitably perhaps – when he had come all the way back from his dark uncertainty – he had decided to return to Paranor. Perhaps only for a while, perhaps never again as the Blade, but Chrysallin was there, and he could not let his sister stay longer without him. He was afraid for her. She was vulnerable without his steadying presence – something the Druid order might try to take advantage of.

      It was her voice, of course. The power of her voice was enough to destroy someone as powerful as the witch Mischa – now, there was magic the Druid order would love to get its hands on! If Chrysallin could be persuaded to use it for their purposes… 

      But of course, it wasn’t that simple. Chrys had suffered a breakdown during her battle with Mischa and had blocked out all memory of what had transpired. She had no idea that she possessed this power, no hint she had inherited the fabled wishsong from her Ohmsford ancestors.

      Leofur turned, looking away from the forest and down into the south courtyard where the gardens flourished. Chrysallin sat amid a profusion of colors and scents, her eyes closed, her hands clasped loosely in her lap, meditating. It was Leofur who had taught her this technique.

      As she watched Paxon’s sister, Leofur took note of her stillness, her calm. And her thoughts returned to her own lack of both.

      It had been a hard decision to come north with Paxon, yet she had done so anyway. She had valued her independence in Wayford, where her home and her friends were, but none of these was as important to her as Paxon. He had told her he would have understood if she had chosen to remain behind. He would come back to visit her, he promised, if she decided to stay. But he must leave no matter what her choice, because he feared for his sister and could not bear the thought of losing her again.

      So Leofur had decided, following the path that would keep them together, believing their time as a couple had not yet played out. But she had asked him of their future together, seeking a commitment to buttress her decision. Would he become her life partner? Would he commit to doing so right now?

      He said he would.

      So resolved, they had returned to Paranor, where both were received warmly by Isaturin, Ard Rhys of the Fourth Druid Order. Perhaps he dissembled, but she thought not. Paxon was reunited with his sister and reinstated as the High Druid’s Blade without equivocation. Leofur herself was given leave to pursue any course of study or action she wished. It was all she could have hoped for.

      But what surprised her – and what in the end made all the difference – was the friendship she had found with Chrys.

      It was an unexpected discovery. At first, the two had circled each other like wary cats, each knowing the other held an important place in Paxon’s life, yet neither willing to yield ground. But once the sizing up was completed, Leofur had found herself drawn to Chrys more strongly than she had expected, and they quickly bonded. In part, it was because Chrysallin filled a void. As Paxon’s duties called him away from the Keep for increasingly longer periods of time, Leofur found herself missing the sheer need for her company he had displayed in the early days, and his sister proved an unexpected substitute. But in larger part, it was because Arcannen had scarred both of them permanently. Both had suffered at his hands and were trying to find ways to heal.

      Of course, Chrysallin had been more than a little wary when Leofur had first revealed that she was Arcannen Rai’s daughter. But whatever awkwardness this might have caused was quickly lifted when Leofur explained what her father had done to her in her early years, and how they had been estranged ever since. The fact that Paxon had chosen her as a life partner provided further proof that any relationship between father and daughter – save for the inescapable biological one – had long since vanished.

      In addition, Paxon was eager for Leofur and his sister to be friends, and had asked Leofur to do what she could to help Chrys come to terms with the wishsong magic. Because she was her father’s daughter, Leofur might have some knowledge and understanding of Arcannen’s skills that would help Chrys to develop a mastery of her own. After all, Paxon had come back to Paranor intent on revealing to his sister the truth about her dubious gift, and to help her find a way through the doubt and fear that might arise with the knowledge. And Leofur was in a unique position to help with this.

      Once Chrysallin had been provided with the full story behind her encounter with Mischa, Leofur stepped in to offer what help she could. Paxon arranged for a Druid who was a skilled practitioner of mental projection – a form of magic not so different from the wishsong – to work with Chrys on the practical aspects of mastering its power. Leofur chose to teach Chrys what she knew of developing control over her emotional and mental stability – a skill she’d learned when her own life had become so unpredictable. She started with meditation several times a day, and employed a regimen of sleeping and eating that should mitigate any stress. She helped Chrys come to terms with the aftereffects of Arcannen’s damage by detailing her own experience. She encouraged Chrys to take long walks, to take up crafts and pastimes that would relax her mind while occupying her hands. But mostly, she made herself available as a confidante.

      All of which had led to the breakthrough they had been hoping for. By now, Chrysallin Leah was using her gift regularly and with increasing control, despite the fact that she was still learning.

      Leofur stood on the wall for a moment longer, studying Paxon’s sister, admiring her slender form, her poise and beauty. Chrys was no longer the gawky young girl she had been when she’d first encountered Arcannen Rai. She was three years into her womanhood now, fully grown and undeniably striking, with classic features, huge blue eyes, raven-black hair, and a dazzling smile. She was gaining maturity with the passing of every day, and while Leofur believed herself reasonably attractive and certainly more mature and experienced than her friend, Leofur knew she was not Chrys’s equal.

      How could she be, when Chrysallin Leah had such unlimited potential as a future member of the Druid order?

      As if reading her thoughts, Chrys looked up at her and waved, climbing to her feet. It was time for their walk.

      Leofur went down the stairway to the courtyard and stood waiting on her friend. As she did, she cast her mind back to an earlier time, to Wayford and her now shuttered home – to her life as a tradeswoman and salvager. Then she was on her own, her past an open secret to those who knew her, her future defined mostly by the work she was doing. She remembered how she had learned to be self-sufficient, to need only her own presence to feel complete.

      And it had all been enough until an emotionally battered and terrified Chrysallin Leah had appeared on her doorstep, and everything had changed in an instant – because then Paxon had come, too.

      I do love you, she said to herself. She wished she could say it to his face – but, as always, he was off on a mission for the Druids instead of here, at her side.

      It was hard to have him away so often. Was it any wonder she was not sure of herself in the way she once had been? Here in this distant part of the Four Lands, what was she, after all? The daughter of a fugitive sorcerer hunted by everyone from Druids to Federation soldiers to Elves and Bordermen, who had caused death and destruction on a scale that dwarfed that of entire armies? The life partner of a conflicted Highlander who believed his destiny was to confront and do battle with her father? The close companion of a young woman who commanded ancient magic? All of these? Did she belong here at all, an outsider who on the face of things was accepted but who in the looks and silences of others felt herself under constant scrutiny?

      Her uncertainties were legion, but she kept them under tight control because she knew, in her heart, that – whatever else she was – she was still Paxon’s true north and Chrysallin’s closest friend.

      A bold assessment, this last. Would the role of Chrys’s best friend not better belong to her brother? Yet Leofur didn’t think so. Paxon answered to a higher calling as the Ard Rhys’s Blade, the protector of the Druid order. His duties and obligations did not permit him to be as physically or emotionally close to Chrys as he needed to be. Not in the way Leofur believed necessary, and not in the way Chrys required in order to heal. Leofur might be the true north for Paxon, but she was also the rock to which Chrysallin clung when the worst of her doubts surfaced. It was a great and terrible responsibility for Leofur to assume, but one that kept her anchored to Paranor when the urge to flee back home loomed strong.

      So she forced herself to smile as Chrys arrived and greeted her with a hug.

       

      They passed through the gates and moved onto the meandering paths that wound deep into the forests surrounding Paranor. Every day they took this walk, finding their way to new places, exploring the world beyond the Keep – and giving Chrys fresh opportunities to practice and test the wishsong’s magic. Today was just another day. Sunshine dappled their shoulders and backs, and a soft breeze brushed their faces. All around them, birds sang and darted through the trees.

      Once, this wouldn’t have been the case. Once, wolves and the ghosts of the dead prowled these woods. There were centuries when Paranor sat empty, and centuries more when it was nearly so. A Druid order the size of the current one had not survived the fall of the Keep in the days of the Warlock Lord. But the ghosts and the wolves and the silence had vanished, and now there was life everywhere.

      “You worry about your father, don’t you?” Chrys said to Leofur, after long minutes of silence had removed them from the shadows of the walls. “You think he will show himself soon.”

      Leofur looked at her. “How do you know I am not thinking of Paxon?”

      The other woman grinned. “When you think of Paxon, you have a different expression.”

      Leofur blushed. “Then I am entirely too transparent. Yes, I am thinking of my father. My instincts warn me he is going to resurface. His history suggests it, and I am sure he wants still what he has wanted all along – to gain control over the Druids and their magic. He wants recognition and power, and he won’t quit until he either has achieved his goal or is dead.”

      They walked on in silence, the Keep now lost in the tangle of trees behind them. “I hope Paxon is all right,” Chrys said quietly.

      Paxon had departed for Arishaig two days ago, a key member of a Druid delegation tasked with finding common ground between their order and the Federation. Save for the tribal factions of the reclusive Gnomes, all of the remaining populations had begun to cement relationships that could transcend the ancient, arbitrary boundaries that once had divided them. An acceptance of both magic and science required that everyone do better at working together and spending less time emphasizing their differences. The conclusion of the War on the Prekkendorran and the subsequent defeat of the demon hordes let loose from the Forbidding had left everyone weary of fighting and anxious for peace.

      So this meeting between the Druids and the Federation was a necessary first step toward improving relations, and Paxon Leah was attending as the leader of a Druid Guard who would act as the protectors of Paranor’s official delegation.

      Leofur’s father would love to disrupt such an event, but he was wary of Paxon, having twice faced him and been defeated. Arcannen was no fool; he would be hesitant about going up against the Highlander a third time. Besides, no one had seen or heard from him since the night he had destroyed the Red Slash and killed the young Druid Avelene before being driven off. Most believed he had gone to ground and would stay there. Even though Leofur wasn’t one of these, she didn’t want Chrys to think otherwise.

      “Paxon will be fine,” she said. “Come on, let’s concentrate on your lessons. Why don’t you try something new with your magic today? See if you can find a different way to make it do what you want.”

      So, for a time, Chrys attempted various techniques to make the magic respond as she wished. She understood the principles behind using it well enough. It was the concentration and the sustained effort at shaping it that proved difficult. Mostly, when she struggled, it was because she could not keep focused long enough or implement her imaginings sufficiently to achieve her goals.

      This morning, she tried bringing flowers to bloom from the still-closed buds in which they germinated. A simple enough task, and she had done it before. But on this occasion she succeeded only in wilting the plants. She tried it over and over, and each time she failed.

      “Wait a minute,” Leofur said finally, aware of her friend’s frustration. “I don’t think you are approaching this the right way. Making flowers bloom doesn’t mean anything special to you.”

      Chrysallin looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “For magic to work, it has to come first and foremost from the heart. It has to be connected to your feelings, your desires. My father once told me that magic responds best when the emotions that fuel it are strongest. So try to do something that really means something to you. After all, that’s why it is called the wishsong.”

      They walked on a bit farther, Leofur glancing skyward as a pair of tiny yellow finches flew over. “I know,” she said. “Try calling those finches to you. Summon them with your magic.”

      They stood in place as Chrys began to hum softly, drawing the magic up from within. She found the music in her mind as she improvised from her memory of dozens of different birdsongs. Her voice shaped a call – a series of soft chirps followed by a whistle. She started and stopped, clearly unable to decide if she was taking the correct approach, but she went back to it in seconds, starting anew and keeping control of her emotions.

      Slowly, she steadied, and her song rose into the air, loud and clear.

      Leofur had no idea if Chrysallin sounded anything like a real finch, but she didn’t interfere with her friend’s efforts. The sounds were melodic and bright in the forest silence, and suddenly birds all around began calling back.

      “Chrys…,” Leofur said, glancing around hurriedly.

      A chill ran down her back. Birds were flying at them from everywhere, swooping through the air and landing on nearby branches, sending back their own calls, bright and eager. There were handfuls at first, then dozens, and finally hundreds. Leofur flinched in spite of herself as some flew dangerously close. Would they attack? She glanced at Chrys and found her in something resembling a trance, her eyes closed and her head thrown back as she gave voice to her improvised song.

      “Chrysallin!” she whispered urgently, wanting the other to see. “Look!”

      The other girl responded, opening her eyes to find hundreds of brightly colored birds flying past, sweeping and fluttering and singing. Her face lit up with pleasure. “Oh, Leofur!” she gasped, and quit singing.

      Instantly the birds disappeared, scattering in all directions once the spell was broken.

      Leofur started laughing. “Look what you did! Shades!”

      Chrys embraced her excitedly. “I just sang like I remembered birds could sing! I wasn’t even trying all that hard. I was simply… letting go.”

      Leofur hugged her back. “Now remember how you did it. Remember how that felt the next time you use the magic. You did something important just now! Something wonderful. I’m so happy for you!”

      Her friend was crying, unable to steady herself, and Leofur sat her down on the woodland floor and held her. This hadn’t been all that difficult, but every accomplishment brought her a step closer to mastering the magic.

      Chrys drew back finally, her face wet. “I’m not even sure what I did, Leofur. I don’t know if I can repeat it. I don’t have any idea at all what a finch sounds like —”

      “No, Chrys,” Leofur interrupted quickly. “You’re missing the point! It doesn’t matter what a finch sounds like. You wanted to call birds to you, and you fashioned a song that did so. You brought hundreds of them! Your magic was doing more than you expected! Can’t you see?”

      They began laughing, and finally Chrysallin nodded in agreement. “I do see. It’s good, isn’t it? I did call all those birds. I used my magic to bring them to me. And I didn’t hurt anyone! I wasn’t afraid, and I wasn’t unsure. I knew I was using the magic in the right way.”

      They hugged again, and Leofur whispered, “Remember this day. Remember how it began. You made the magic work like you wanted it to, Chrys. Really work.”

      Then she was crying, too.

       

      They walked on after that, but Chrys did not want to use the magic again right away. Mostly, they talked about what other uses they could find for it. Chrys wanted to try summoning other creatures, particularly butterflies, even though she had no idea how to do that. But having summoned birds with as little intent, she was confident she could do the same with butterflies. Or dragonflies. Or even small animals.

      Leofur thought she should try her skills on controlling the elements – earth, wind, fire, and water. From what Paxon had told her, that was the traditional use of the wishsong, and Chrys should attempt to learn what her ancestors had managed to achieve. Leofur firmly believed that Chrysallin should always try to exceed her perceived limits. Why not push against the resistance that had held her back for so long? Why not make sure she had broken through her emotional restraints for good?

      “Oh, I don’t care what I do next,” Chrysallin gushed finally, “just so I do something! Just so I keep trying new things and not worrying about what they might do to me. I’m not afraid anymore, Leofur! I know I can use this magic safely. I know I can use it and not hurt others!”

      “Just keep that in mind. You have the ability to master it and keep it from mastering you.” Leofur paused. “Wait until you tell Paxon about this!”

      They had wandered much farther away from the Keep than they had intended, and quickly turned around when they realized. Still talking about Chrys’s breakthrough and arguing about which way to go next, they walked back through the deep woods, absorbed in their conversation. The day remained sunny and bright, but inside the forest it was heavily layered with shadows and very still.

      In the trees around them, the birds had stopped singing.

      Leofur noticed first. She stopped talking, motioning for her companion to do the same, and listened. Everything had gone still. She forced herself to keep walking, even though her instincts told her she should run. Chrys glanced at her, then looked around in alarm. She sensed it, too. Someone or something was out there, hidden in the trees, in the shadows, watching. “Leofur?” she whispered.

      Leofur shook her head and kept walking. There was nothing to do now but keep moving. Whoever was out there would reveal themselves when they were ready… 

      A whirring sound broke the stillness. Webbing flew into her face, and something hard struck her head, and she tumbled into blackness.

      Time slowed.

      Time stopped.

      She was drifting again, far away somewhere, untethered to any sense of place or time. When consciousness began to return, it did so slowly. It seemed as if she were being dragged upward from a deep hole toward a sliver of light.

      Then she blinked and her eyes opened. She was lying on her back in the forest. Her head throbbed, but whatever had wrapped itself around her and struck her was gone. She reached up and felt the bruise above her temple and pulled back quickly.

      Chrysallin, she thought.

      She forced herself into a sitting position and looked around frantically.

      But she was alone.
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      Deep within the Phoenix Tower, in quarters designated for use by members of the Coalition Council and their families and staff and visiting dignitaries, Paxon Leah stood motionless in his tiny bedroom and considered the day ahead. He was dressed in his regular working uniform – leather belt and boots and lightweight, durable forest clothing, colored green and brown, all of it overlaid by the familiar black-and-silver cloak that indicated members of the Druid Guard. He wore his sword strapped across his back, its black handle protruding over his left shoulder and within easy reach. He should have no need of a weapon in the Coalition Council chambers, but as lead protector of the Druids in the delegation, he must always be prepared.

      He looked at himself in the wall mirror and saw a man as rough-hewn and shaggy as his clothing. Long reddish hair and the beginnings of a beard, sun-browned skin, eyes that were a startling blue, and features that were chiseled and sharp – all of it made a map of his years. He should have shaved and considered dressing up a bit more, but that wasn’t who he was. And it was a bit late to try to change his habits now, especially given the nature of his work. If Leofur were there, she wouldn’t advise him to alter his appearance to please others. So in her absence, neither would he.

      He tightened the long knives he wore strapped to his lower body – one to his waist and the other to his right thigh. They were partially concealed by the cloak, but he could get at them easily enough. He considered again the possibility that weapons might be needed. Was there any reason to think an attack would be made on the Druids within the Federation Capital City, especially when they had been guaranteed safe passage? And after so much effort had been expended to bring this meeting about? He couldn’t imagine the Federation breaking its word – not with its Prime Minister so eager to have them come to Arishaig to discuss how the two powers might better cooperate in their efforts to fashion a stronger guarantee of continued peace.

      No one wanted another Prekkendorran.

      And no one wanted a repeat of what had happened when the Forbidding collapsed and the demons escaped.

      There might be differences between the Druids and the Federation regarding the proper place of magic and science in the world. There might be disagreements about which should be cultivated, expanded, and used to further the aims of the various governments. There might be suspicions and dislikes and even outright hostilities from time to time, but no one wanted it to come to war.

      Which didn’t mean it wouldn’t, unfortunately. Not while there were insurgents and firebrands to lead them. Not while the Gnomes remained war-like and the Trolls drew lines in the sand. And especially not when there were dangerous sorcerers like Arcannen Rai still loose in the world, just waiting for a chance to stir things up.

      Paxon couldn’t help himself. He was always alert to the possibility that Arcannen would make a fresh appearance. He kept himself ready for that moment, knowing it would happen eventually. Hard life lessons and painful experience had taught him that you could never take anything for granted where the sorcerer was concerned. Others might behave in rational ways and display some measure of caution and common sense, but not Arcannen. Nothing he did ever followed a recognizable pattern. All of his appearances had been unexpected and violent, tailored to further his goal of destroying the Druids. Men and women had died as a result, several of them Druids, and two of them his friends. Each time, Paxon had come close to putting an end to Arcannen, and each time the sorcerer had been just a little bit quicker.

      He would try again. He would keep trying until he had finished what he had set out to do.

      Which was why Paxon was prepared for it here, just as he was prepared for it in every other situation where the Druids under his protection might be at risk. It might seem as if nothing could go wrong within Arishaig’s walls, for who would dare attempt anything here in the heart of the Federation? But Paxon was not taking any chances.

      He had asked Isaturin if it would be possible for the Druids not to sit together during the conference, but Isaturin had said they must. He had asked if body armor might be worn, but that was rejected out of hand, too. He asked if, just this one time, the Druid Guard might carry flash rips, even though it was forbidden to Druids and those in their employ while without the walls of Paranor. Light, deadly, and easily employed, the flash rips were swifter and surer than the blades and bows the Trolls were normally permitted.

      Again, Isaturin said no.

      So here Paxon was on the morning of the first session of the Assembly with no real protection for his charges other than standard weapons and his sword. Oh, there was magic, of course. But save for Miriya, none of the Druids in attendance was a warrior, and none had extensive training in the use of magic for defense. He had almost decided to ignore the Ard Rhys and equip the Trolls with flash rips anyway, but in the end he had decided against it. The Trolls were loyal to a fault. They would reject anything not specifically approved by the Ard Rhys himself.

      I should have brought Leofur, he thought. She, at least, would have come armed and ready. She would have brought her Arc-5.

      He pictured her with the big, long-barreled flash rip hybrid, its diapson crystals sufficiently powerful to blow out a wall. It was almost bigger than she was, yet she carried it with ease. He smiled, thinking of her hefting it – a formidable figure. Her presence now would have helped tremendously.

      But Leofur was back in Paranor, doing what he had asked her to do, protecting and mentoring his sister. Helping her find ways to come to terms with the magic of the wishsong.

      He regarded himself once more in the mirror, took a deep breath, then went out the door into the residence hallway. A single floor of rooms had been given over to the Druid delegation for its personal use – a readily defensible place in which no one outside their order was allowed without permission. It contained bedrooms, a kitchen and dining room, and a reception area where all of them were to gather this morning before going over to the council chambers.

      Paxon walked down the hallway toward the designated meeting area, nodding to the Trolls who patrolled the floor in a steady crisscross pattern. Nominally, he was in charge of the guard and held absolute authority over them. But early on he had decided the order of command needed tweaking, so had given responsibility for overseeing the guard to a Troll captain named Netheren. The Trolls knew who Paxon was and respected his position as the High Druid’s Blade, but they responded better to one of their own. He just wished he could make better use of their presence in this situation.

      He had passed several doors when the one in front of him opened and Miriya stepped into view. “Well met, Paxon Leah.”

      “Morning,” he said, falling into step beside her. “Sleep well?”

      She shrugged. “My bedmate saw to it that I did.” She cocked an eyebrow at him. “I’ll bet you miss yours!”

      He made a rude noise. She knew the answer to that well enough. “Is Karlin still sleeping?”

      “Already up and gone. She likes to rise early and meditate. Says it loosens up her cognitive powers. Gives her better use of the sight.”

      Karlin Ryl. A seer with formidable skills, tall and willowy, with skin as smooth and black as ink. She was a rare breed of magic user, everyone agreed. Almost none among the Druid order possessed the sight, so she was esteemed for her gift. Of course, there was the problem of recognizing what she saw for what it was, but all seers suffered from the same dilemma. How did you interpret visions of things that hadn’t come to pass when sometimes they were so foreign as to be unrecognizable?

      Miriya brushed back her short-cropped blond hair and rolled her powerful shoulders. “I prefer exercises in sets of thirty for waking my cognitive powers.” She grinned at his look. “You doubt me? Don’t. Loosening up my muscles always focuses my ability to reason. And don’t say you don’t know what I’m talking about. You must experience the same thing when you spar with old Oost.”

      Oost Mondara was his Dwarf mentor and trainer in the use of weapons – in particular, the magic-infused Sword of Leah. Given centuries ago to his ancestor Rone Leah by the Druid Allanon, after the latter had dipped the blade in the deadly waters of the Hadeshorn to instill in it a new form of magic, it had been passed down through the centuries to finally end up in Paxon’s hands. Ironically, it was his first encounter with Arcannen Rai that had revealed the sword’s incredible power and led eventually to his becoming the Ard Rhys’s Blade.

      “I might characterize training with Oost in somewhat different terms,” he replied, “but I take your point. Tell me how you see our chances in winning over the Federation today.”

      “Good.” She gave him a look. “They want to find common ground as badly as we do, and there are places where we can do that. Agriculture, roadways, airship travel routes for trade and passenger service, the education of the young.” She paused. “In everything save defense and weapons, I would guess. In that, each will want to go a different way.”

      “Magic and new science.”

      “It can’t be helped. Our history is too deeply embedded to allow for anything else. You know how the Federation feels about us, and us about them. The Elves don’t like the idea of an alliance with the Southlanders, either, but they’ll support whatever we decide… I guess.”

      He wondered about that. On the surface, maybe, but the Elves were independent-minded and headstrong, the curators and protectors of the magic they had brought with them out of the age of Faerie. They were suspicious of everyone, even the Druids, but the Southlanders especially. There was too much history between them that couldn’t easily be set aside. There had been too many wars with the Federation, too many betrayals, too many situations in which the Southlanders had failed to come to the aid of the Elves when it was needed. Callahorn and the Borderlands were another matter, but then they didn’t see themselves as a part of the Southland or the Federation, either, and they had allied themselves with the Elves repeatedly over the years.

      “I worry about Isaturin,” Miriya said suddenly, lowering her voice.

      Paxon looked over. “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure. Something about him bothers me. He’s too eager for this. He wants it too badly. It will be his legacy – and a good one, if he can manage to achieve it – and that means something to him, something more than I think is healthy for what’s likely in store.”

      They were almost to the reception area. “He’s not blind to that,” Paxon said. “He’d not trade away anything that the rest of us didn’t believe was wise. He’d not sacrifice our place in the Four Lands as collectors and keepers of magic.” He paused. “Do you think?”

      She didn’t answer, for they had reached the reception area and found everyone but Isaturin present. Old Consloe, bent and worn but possessing a wealth of information about Druid history and acquisitions, sat alone in a corner, reading. Darconnen Drue, a skilled orator and debater who would carry the argument for the mission when they reached the Assembly floor, was talking with Karlin Ryl, holding forth at the center of the room. Cresson Oridian, a Southlander by birth and once a Federation official and member of the Coalition Council, stood looking out the windows at the gray skies beyond.

      Adding in Isaturin and Miriya, there were six Druids under Paxon’s protection. A sizable responsibility.

      The Trolls that made up the Druid Guard were clustered in a tight knot by the door, talking among themselves in their harsh, guttural language, their dark, nearly featureless faces inscrutable. Netheren looked up, then away again. Paxon and Miriya slowed and paused, glancing about at those gathered.

      “A fine delegation for a good morning’s work, don’t you think?”

      Isaturin had come up behind them so quietly they hadn’t heard him approach, but both nodded in response.

      “Are we ready, then?” Paxon asked.

      “Ready as we can be.” Isaturin moved past them, headed for the door. “Time to go,” he announced to the room. “The Coalition Council Assembly is on the second floor. Let’s keep together, please. Remember our intentions and plans, and good luck to all of us!”

      With the Trolls leading and Paxon Leah trailing, the members of the Druid delegation went through the door, speaking in lowered voices, and started down the stairs.

       

      The delegation selected by the Coalition Council to represent the Federation was already seated and waiting when the Druids entered the Assembly. From across the room, Fero Darz looked up, noting numbers and faces, doing a quick head count and at the same time taking each delegate’s and guard’s measure. It was his job to do so. As commander of the newly minted Ministerial Watch, he was Paxon Leah’s counterpart. In the wake of recent events – among them a series of attempts on the lives of council members and government officials – the Watch had been formed to provide personal protection for both. Most of these incidents had not amounted to much, and almost none of them ever had a realistic chance of succeeding, but a small chance was still a chance. The odds of success didn’t change the fact that the attacks had happened, and those threatened were anxious to prevent them from happening again.

      Darz was smart and poised, an accomplished Federation army commander with more than twenty years of service. His appointment had come at the suggestion of the Prime Minister himself, who liked to remain involved in matters of personal security. The Ministerial Watch was a hundred strong – a sizable number of soldiers for such a limited usage, but no one wanted to take chances by cutting corners. Darz had parceled out the roles for his command early, to make certain they were kept active. Idle soldiers were all too likely to grow careless. He formed a unit for protection of the Prime Minister himself, a series of units for other members of the Coalition Council when need or prudence dictated it, a unit for investigation and interrogation, one to manage paperwork and supply orders, and a handful of others to accompany delegations on long journeys outside the Southland borders. He’d been tinkering with the format ever since, but overall it seemed to be working well.

      His gaze shifted back across the aisle to find Paxon Leah, and he nodded companionably. They knew each other from previous encounters while carrying out their duties, and they shared a mutual respect that in other circumstances might have led to friendship. Paxon was an honorable man – rare in this business of protecting others at the risk of your own life – and Fero Darz liked to think of himself as honorable, too, though he hadn’t yet been tested as the Highlander had. Darz was a career soldier who did what he was told and tried to make the best of the things he didn’t much care for. His position as Commander of the Ministerial Watch gave him measurable autonomy in carrying out his duties, which was fortunate. He liked being in control, and liked being responsible for his own life and the lives of those under his command. If something went wrong, at least he knew who to blame.

      But Paxon? He was a horse of a different color, and something of an enigma. He was relentless in the performance of his duties at Paranor, the inheritor of a magic said to be so powerful that he had twice fought the sorcerer Arcannen to a standstill. Most men would have been dead after the first encounter; that he had survived two was remarkable. Yet his life history and particularly his disappearance a year or so ago into the wilds of the Westland suggested he was not entirely satisfied with the direction his life had taken. There were rumors, of course. There were always rumors about these sorts of things. People said he lost his nerve when the Druid he was protecting was killed atop the Horn of Honor in Sterne. Others claimed that he lost his sense of purpose when he failed to stop Arcannen. Or that he lost his faith in himself and his cause. There were as many speculations as there were men and women willing to make them.

      Fero had investigated all of this because one wanted to know as much about one’s counterparts as possible. Everyone involved in service to the governing bodies of the Four Lands spent a fair amount of time investigating everyone else, always looking for secrets to uncover, for weaknesses to exploit, for an edge in potential dealings down the road. But there wasn’t much to report about Paxon Leah. It was said he had taken a life partner, but no one seemed to know who she was. He had a sister, but no one had seen her in quite some time – or at least no one who was willing to talk about it. Since there was no history of deceit or treachery and no indication that Paxon had ever been anything but honorable, Fero felt reasonably confident that no bad intentions were driving the Druids during this meeting with the Federation.

      Which didn’t mean he intended to leave anything to chance.

      “We are all set, Commander,” his second-in-command, Serge Baliscom, said quietly, coming up beside him. “We have armed guards at every door to secure the Assembly, and we have patrols in the halls beyond. We have soldiers at the back of the room, as well – just in case.”

      Darz glanced down to the open Assembly floor. A wide oval table had been placed at its center with chairs provided for the Prime Minister and his associates on one side, and the Ard Rhys and his Druids on the other. Farther back, space had been provided for soldiers of the Ministerial Watch and the Druid Guard.

      All were now in place. “Have I missed anything?” Baliscom asked.

      Darz took a moment to consider. “I want no one to be let in or out unless I approve it. If anyone leaves, they are to be accompanied by one of our men. No exceptions. These rules apply to everyone from this moment on.”

      “Yes, Commander.” And Baliscom moved off, leaving Darz to his thoughts. He watched Paxon surveying the room while the members of the Druid delegation began the tedious process of offering formal greetings to their counterparts, accepting glasses of cold ale from service staff that appeared with trays. He surveyed the room a final time while the delegates exchanged small talk or studied notes, waiting for the Prime Minister to open the negotiations.

      Everything seemed to be sufficiently locked down. Everything appeared to be just as it should.

      So why did he have a nagging feeling that maybe it wasn’t?
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      Across the Assembly chamber from Fero Darz, Paxon was conducting his own survey. While the members of the delegation continued their small talk prior to the beginning of negotiations, he checked out each of the guarded doors, the soldiers down on the floor along with the Druid protectors, and Fero Darz himself. The only oddity was the behavior of the latter. The Commander of the Ministerial Watch seemed uncomfortable, shifting about and frowning, casting glances this way and that. This made the Highlander nervous. He supposed this was just the way Darz behaved when he was on alert, but the extent of his agitation was troubling. Paxon’s own examination of the room had not revealed anything out of place, but he was experienced enough to know you must always be prepared for the possibility that you still might miss something.

      He almost left his post to confront the other man, but at that moment the Federation Prime Minister rose to begin his formal comments. He seemed much older than Paxon remembered, even though not much more than two years had passed since they’d last come into contact. But time weighed more heavily the older you got. The Prime Minister was well into his eighties, and the lines and hollows on his face gave testament to the stress and burden of responsibility he had weathered.

      “Friends, countrymen, and guests from the esteemed and highly talented Fourth Order of Druids. Welcome all! It is a momentous occasion that brings us to this table, and a formidable task that we have chosen to undertake on behalf of the people of the Four Lands. This day marks the beginning of what I hope will become a new era of cooperation and understanding between us. This day, I believe, marks the first of many that will be remembered years from now as the end of enmity among all Races and Governments, and the beginning of a new brotherhood.”

      Well spoken, Paxon told himself. At the same time, he was thinking, But they are only words.

      The welcoming speech continued, the Prime Minister warming to his subject and doing his very best to describe the euphoria and excitement he felt at the future he envisioned. Paxon should have been more encouraged, but mostly he felt the same lack of interest such speeches always seemed to generate. He wished he could feel differently, but experience said otherwise. Politicians were adept at making everything sound positive, but the results so often failed to live up to expectations.

      He glanced several times at Fero Darz and caught glimpses of a similar reaction.

      Then Paxon turned his attention to the others in the room. There were varying expressions on the faces of the delegates, most of them impossible to read. The Federation soldiers looked bored. Since the Trolls never changed expression, it was hard to tell what they were feeling. Paxon kept his place several feet behind Isaturin, but he was beginning to wish he could walk around a bit. Isaturin made his remarks quickly, then the delegates moved on to a discussion of specific issues. The Prime Minister and then the Ard Rhys would suggest a subject, and a discussion would follow. Much was said, but not much was decided. Agreements to strengthen trade routes and share information on methods of mining ore and on planting and irrigating crops came quickly enough, but that was about it. Everything else provoked heated discussion and impasse after impasse.

      The morning dragged on.

      It was nearing midday when an adjournment for lunch was announced, and the negotiations broke up long enough for serving staff to bring in platters of food and pitchers of ale. Paxon took the opportunity to walk across the floor and up into the raised seats of the forum to exchange greetings with Fero Darz.

      “You’re looking good, Paxon,” the other declared, exchanging a handshake. “Does your life go well?”

      Paxon nodded. “Well enough. How do things stand these days in the Ministerial Watch? A little more settled?”

      “Settled and mostly quiet. I have the men and women I want serving under my command, I have a budget I can live with, and I have autonomy in my work. Mostly. I listen to the Prime Minister and the senior army officers, and ignore everyone else.”

      Paxon glanced around. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but are we safe enough in here?”

      “You ask this for a reason?” The other’s smile did not reach his eyes.

      “When I was looking over earlier, you seemed upset about something. Irritated? Dissatisfied? Am I wrong?”

      “No, but you can’t always read my mood from my face. I wasn’t upset exactly. I had one of those uneasy feelings people like you and me get all too frequently in our profession, as if something was amiss. I couldn’t identify what it was or even if it was real, but it was there. That’s what you saw. I don’t like mysteries.”

      “Nor I. Like you, I looked everything over, but I didn’t see anything troubling. You’ve got the room locked down and well guarded. Everything looks good. This is all rather boring, actually.”

      Darz grunted. “Might be all the talk, talk, and more talk. Worst profession in the world, being a politician. Too much of what you rely on is your own hot air. It makes it harder for you and me to keep our eyes open like we need to.” He glanced around. “I have to get back to work, but I’m glad to see you looking so well. Now go on back to your side of the aisle. We don’t want our employers thinking we’re too friendly.”

      Paxon grinned, they shook again, and the Highlander walked back down to the Assembly floor and over to the food trays. He was about to take meat and bread for a sandwich when he glanced back at Darz and saw him climbing the Assembly aisle steps toward the doors directly behind him, the urgency in his movements unmistakable.

      At the top of the steps, the doors stood unguarded.

       

      It was right after Paxon Leah had departed that Fero Darz realized what was bothering him. When assignments for security were handed out prior to this gathering, he had hand-chosen all of the personnel. He wanted to be certain of the people he had working with him while the negotiations were ongoing. He wanted to be able to trust everyone who would be representing the Federation during the days ahead. The people he had selected were well known to him, and most had been tested on other occasions and proven reliable. As a matter of course, at the beginning of the morning while everyone was getting settled, he had scanned the faces of his guards to be certain they were all in place. At the time, everything had seemed fine. But still something had felt vaguely wrong. It was a subconscious recognition, the sort where you see it without at first realizing, the lingering sense of things not being quite right.

      Now he knew why.

      One of his guards was missing, and the doors right behind him were not secured. There was no one guarding them at all.

      He started up the aisle at once, calling to Baliscom. They were within a dozen steps of the top when a long wail rose out of nowhere, a deeply chilling sound.

      Heads turned, searching for its source.

      Then a dark shadow appeared – something that was not much more than an amorphous blob suspended against the ceiling thirty feet up, swirling like smoke stirred by intense heat. There were shouts and cries from those watching. Everyone took a step back but otherwise remained frozen in place, waiting to see what was happening.

      From across the room, Paxon Leah shouted, “Get them out! Get everyone out!”

      It took Darz a moment to realize the Highlander was shouting at him.

      But by then it was too late.

      While most were still watching the shadow expand and contract like a living, breathing organism, the doors behind Darz and Baliscom flew all the way open and a creature out of everyone’s darkest, most terrible nightmare entered. It resembled in parts a cat and a wolf, and yet was neither. It was entirely black, its lithe, sinuous body sleek and elongated, as if it had been stretched out of shape. There was an opaqueness to it that did not reflect but absorbed the light, suggesting more emptiness than presence in the space it occupied. Its muscles flexed, ready to propel it forward. It crouched, eyeing the creatures in front of it with yellow orbs so bright they seemed to glow. It sniffed the air and made a keening sound – deep and mournful, matching the one that had come from the shadow on the ceiling seconds before.

      Down on all fours it went, swinging its flat head from side to side, a hypnotic movement that held everyone frozen in place.
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