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ONE

UMMING TUNELESSLY, THE RAGPICKER
warkep the barren, empty

wasteland in the aftermath
of a rainstorm. The skies were still
dark with clouds and the earth was
sodden and slick with surface
water, but none of that mattered to
him. Others might prefer the sun
and blue skies and the feel of hard,
dry earth beneath their feet, might



revel in the brightness and the
warmth. But life was created in the
darkness and damp of the womb,
and the ragpicker took
considerable comfort in knowing
that procreation was instinctual
and needed nothing of the face of
nature’s disposition that he liked
the least.

He was an odd-looking fellow,
an unprepossessing, almost comical
figure. He was tall and whipcord-
thin, and he walked like a long-
legged waterbird. Dressed in dark
clothes that had seen much better
days, he tended to blend in nicely
with the mostly colorless landscape



he traveled. He carried his rags and
scraps of «cloth in a frayed
patchwork bag slung over one
shoulder, the bag looking very
much as if it would rip apart
completely with each fresh step its
bearer took. A pair of scuffed
leather boots completed the
ensemble, scavenged from a dead
man some Yyears back, but still
holding up quite nicely.

Everything about the ragpicker
suggested that he was harmless.
Everything marked him as easy
prey in a world where predators
dominated the remnants of a
decimated population. He knew



how he looked to the things that
were always hunting, what they
thought when they saw him
coming. But that was all right. He
had stayed alive this long by
keeping his head down and staying
out of harm’s way. People like him,
they didn’t get noticed. The trick
was in not doing anything to call
attention to yourself.

So he tried hard to give the
impression that he was nothing but
a poor wanderer who wanted to be
left alone, but you didn’t always
get what you wanted in this world.
Even now, other eyes were sizing
him up. He could feel them doing



so, several pairs in several
different places. Those that
belonged to the animals—the
things that the poisons and
chemicals had turned into mutants
—were already turning away.
Their instincts were sharper, more
finely tuned, and they could sense
when something wasn’t right.
Given the choice, they would
almost always back away.

It was the eyes of the human
predators that stayed fixed on him,
eyes that lacked the awareness
necessary to judge him properly.
Two men were studying him now,
deciding whether or not to confront



him. He would try to avoid them,
of course. He would try to make
himself seem not worth the trouble.
But, again, you didn’t always get
what you wanted.

He breathed in the cool, damp
air, absorbing the taste of the rain’s
aftermath on his tongue, of the
stirring of stagnation and sickness
generated by the pounding of the
sudden storm, of the smells of raw
earth and decay, the whole of it
marvelously welcome. Sometimes,
when he was alone, he could
pretend he was the only one left in
the world. He could think of it all
as his private preserve, his special



place, and imagine everything
belonged to him.

He could pretend that nothing
would ever bother him again.

His humming dropped away,
changing to a little song:

Ragpicker, ragpicker, what you
gonna do

When the hunters are hunting
and they’re hunting for you.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, just stay
low.

If you don’t draw attention they
might let you go.

He hummed a few more bars,



wondering if he had gotten past
the predators. He was thinking it
was almost time to stop and have
something to drink and eat. But
that would have to wait. He sighed,
his lean, sharp-featured face
wreathed in a tight smile that
caused the muscles of his jaw to
stand out like cords.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, you're all
alone.

The hunters that are hunting
want to pick your bones.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, just walk
on.



If you wait them out they will
soon be gone.

He crossed a meadow, a small
stream filled with muddy water, a
rocky flat in which tiny purple
flowers were blooming, and a
withered woods in which a handful
of poplars grew sparse and
separate as if strangers to one
another. Ahead, there  was
movement in a rugged mass of
boulders that formed the threshold
to foothills leading up to the next
chain of mountains, a high and
wild and dominant presence. He
registered the movement, ignored



it. Those who had been watching
him were still there and growing
restless; he must skirt their hiding
place and hope they were
distracted by other possibilities. But
there didn’t appear to be anyone
else out here other than himself,
and he was afraid that they would
come after him just because they
were bored.

He continued on furtively, still
humming softly.

Daylight leached away as the
clouds began to thicken anew. It
might actually rain some more, he
decided. He glanced at the skies in
all four directions, noting the



movement of the clouds and the
shifting of their shadows against
the earth. Yes, more rain coming.
Better find shelter soon.

He stalked up the slope into the
rocks, his long, thin legs stretching
out, meandering here and there as
if searching for the best way
through. He headed away from the
watchers, pretending he was
heedless of them, that he knew
nothing of them and they, in turn,
should not want to bother with
him.

But suddenly his worst fears were
realized and just like that they
were upon him.



They emerged from the rocks,
two shaggy-haired, ragged men,
carrying blades and clubs. One was
blind in one eye, and the other
limped badly. They had seen hard
times, the ragpicker thought, and
they would not be likely to have
seen much charity and therefore
not much inclined to dispense any.
He stood where he was and waited
on them patiently, knowing that
flight was useless.

“You,” One-eye said, pointing a
knife at him. “What you got in that
bag of yours?”

The ragpicker shrugged. “Rags. I
collect them and barter for food



and drink. It’s what I do.”

“You got something more than
that, I'd guess,” said the second
man, the larger of the two. “Better
show us what it is.”

The ragpicker hesitated, and
then dumped everything on the
ground, his entire collection of
brightly colored scarves and bits of
cloth, a few whole pieces of shirts
and coats, a hat or two, some
boots. Everything he had managed
to find in his travels of late that he
hadn’t bargained away with the
Trolls or such.

“That’s crap!” snarled One-eye,
thrusting his knife at the ragpicker.



“You got to do better than that!
You got to give us something of
worth!”

“You got coin?” demanded the
other.

Hopeless, the ragpicker thought.
No one had coin anymore and even
if they did it was valueless. Gold or
silver, maybe. A good weapon,
especially one of the old
automatics from the days of the
Great Wars, would have meant
something, would have been barter
material. But no one had coins.

“Don’t have any,” he said,
backing away a step. “Can I pick
up my rags?”



One-eye stepped forward and
ground the colored cloth into the
dirt with the heel of his boot.
“That’s what I think of your rags.
Now watch and see what I'm
gonna do to you!”

The ragpicker backed away
another step. “Please, I don’t have
anything to give you. I just want
you to let me pass. I'm not worth
your trouble. Really.”

“You ain’t worth much, that’s for
sure,” said the one who limped.
“But that don’t mean you get to go
through here free. This is our
territory and no one passes without
they make some payment to us!”



The two men came forward
again, a step at a time, spreading
out just a little to hem the
ragpicker in, to keep him from
making an attempt to get around
them. As if such a thing were
possible, the ragpicker thought,
given his age and condition and
clear lack of athletic ability. Did he
look like he could get past them if
he tried? Did he look like he could
do anything?

“I don’t think this is a good
idea,” he said suddenly, stopping
short in his retreat. “You might not
fully wunderstand what you're
doing.”



The predators stopped and stared
at him. “You don’t think it’s a good
idea?” said the one who limped. “Is
that what you said, you skinny old
rat?”

The ragpicker shook his head. “It
always comes down to this. I don’t
understand it. Let me ask you
something. Do you know of a man
who carries a black staff?”

The two exchanged a quick look.
“Who is he?” asked One-eye. “Why
would we know him?”

The ragpicker sighed. “I don’t
know that you do. Probably you
don’t. But he would be someone
who had real coin on him, should



you know where to find him. You
don’t, do you?”

“Naw, don’t know anyone like
that,” snarled One-eye. He glanced
at his companion. “C’'mon, let’s see
what he’s hiding.”

They came at the ragpicker with
their blades held ready, stuffing the
clubs in their belts. They were
hunched forward slightly in
preparation for getting past
whatever defenses the scarecrow
intended to offer, the blades held
out in front of them. The ragpicker
stood his ground, no longer
backing up, no longer looking as if
he intended escape. In fact, he



didn’t look quite the same man at
all. The change was subtle and
hard to identify, but it was evident
that something was different about
him. It was in his eyes as much as
anywhere, in a gleam of madness
that was bright and certain. But it
was in his stance, as well. Before,
he had looked like a frightened
victim, someone who knew that he
stood no chance at all against men
like these. Now he had the
appearance of someone who had
taken control of matters in spite of
his apparent inability to do so, and
his two attackers didn’t like it.

That didn’t stop them, of course.



Men of this sort were never
stopped by what they couldn’t
understand, only by what was
bigger and stronger and better
armed. The ragpicker was none of
these. He was just an unlucky fool
trying to be something he wasn’t,
making a last-ditch effort to hang
on to his life.

One-eye struck first, his blade
coming in low and swift toward the
ragpicker’s belly. The second man
was only a step behind, striking
out in a wild slash aimed at his
victim’s exposed neck. Neither blow
reached its intended mark. The
ragpicker never seemed to move,



but suddenly he had hold of both
wrists, bony fingers locking on
flesh and bone and squeezing until
his attackers cried out in pain,
dropped their weapons, and sank
to their knees in shock, struggling
to break free. The ragpicker had no
intention of releasing them. He just
held them as they moaned and
writhed, studying their agonized
expressions.

“You shouldn’t make
assumptions about people,” he
lectured them, bending close
enough that they could see the
crimson glow in his eyes, a gleam
of bloodlust and rage. “You



shouldn’t do that.”

His hands tightened further, and
smoke rose through his fingers
where they gripped the men’s
wrists. Now the men were howling
and screaming as their imprisoned
wrists and hands turned black and
charred, burned from the inside
out.

The ragpicker released them then
and let them drop to the ground in
huddled balls of  quaking,
blubbering despair, cradling their
damaged arms. “You’ve ruined such
a lovely day, too,” he admonished.
“All I wanted was to be left alone
to enjoy it, and now this. You are



pigs of the worst sort, and pigs
deserve to be roasted and eaten!”

At this they cried out anew and
attempted to crawl away, but the
ragpicker was on them much too
quickly, seizing their heads and
holding them fast. Smoke rose from
between his clutching fingers and
the men jerked and writhed in
response.

“How does that feel?” the
ragpicker wanted to know. “Can
you tell what’s happening to you?
I’'m cooking your brains, in case
you’ve failed to recognize what you
are experiencing. Doesn’t feel very
good, does it?”



It was a rhetorical question,
which was just as well because
neither man could manage any
kind of intelligible answer. All they
could do was hang suspended from
the ragpicker’s killing fingers until
their brains were turned to mush
and they were dead.

The ragpicker let them drop. He
thought about eating them, but the
idea was distasteful. They were
vermin, and he didn’t eat vermin.
So he stripped them of their
clothing, taking small items for his
collection, scraps of cloth from
each man that would remind him
later of who they had been, and



left the bodies for scavengers he
knew would not be picky. He
gathered up his soiled rags from
the earth into which they had been
ground, brushed them off as best he
could, and returned them to his
carry bag. When everything was in
place, he gave the dead men a final
glance and started off once more.

Bones of the dead left lying on
the ground.

One more day and they will
never be found.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, you never
know



There are rags to be found
wherever you go.

He sang it softly, repeated it a
few times for emphasis,
rearranging the words, and then
went quiet. An  interesting
diversion, but massively
unproductive. He had hoped the
two creatures  might  have
information about the man with
the black staff, but they had
disappointed him. So he would
have to continue the search without
any useful information to aid him.
All he knew was what he sensed,
and what he sensed would have to



be enough for now.

The man he sought was
somewhere close, probably
somewhere up in those mountains
ahead. So eventually he would find
him.

Eventually.

The ragpicker allowed himself a
small smile. There was no hurry.
Time was something he had as
much of as he needed.

Time didn’t really matter when
you were a demon.



TWO

HEN SHE HEARD THE EXPLOSION RIP
W THROUGH the steady patter

of the rain, Prue Liss
knew at once what had happened.
Deladion Inch, her rescuer and
protector, had done exactly what
she had feared when he sent her on
ahead of him: sacrificed himself so
that she might have a chance at

safety. She had seen it in his eyes



and heard it in his voice when he
had told her he would catch up to
her when he could. He was too
badly injured to keep up with her;
they were still too far away from
safety for him to have any real
hope. He had recognized the truth
of things, accepted the inevitable,
and given up his life for hers.

She was standing just outside the
locked door that led to the entry of
his fortress when the end came. She
closed her eyes for a minute,
listening as the sound of the
explosion reverberated and died
away. She wondered how many
Trolls he had taken with him,



whether he had experienced any
sense of satisfaction.

She wondered if she was worth
it.

She was only a girl, after all. He
hadn’t even really known her. He
had rescued her from Taureq Siq
and his Trolls as a favor to Sider
Ament, and whatever promise he
had made surely didn’t include
dying in the bargain. It was a
choice he had made on the spur of
the moment, an indication of how
seriously he took his word and the
kind of man he was.

She brushed away her tears,
cleared her eyes, and set to work



releasing the lock on the door. If
she didn’t escape now, his sacrifice
would have been for nothing. She
would not allow that to happen.
She busied herself with her work,
pushing aside everything else. The
locks were right where he had said
they would be, hidden in the
crevices of the stone blocks. She
worked the levers until she heard
the locks release and then pulled
down on the big iron handle. The
door swung open with a squealing
of hinges, and she stepped inside
out of the rain and looked around.
The solar-powered torches Inch had
promised were standing upright on



a shelf; she grabbed two, stuffing
one into her belt and switching on
the other.

Then she pulled the heavy door
closed and locked it anew.

She stood staring at it for a
moment afterward, wondering if it
would keep out whatever Drouj
remained. She looked around to see
if there was anything else she could
do to stop them, but it appeared
she had done all she could. It was
better than she had expected, and
it gave her the chance she needed.

Her plan now was simple. Inch
had told her to work her way back
through the corridors and rooms of



the complex to the rear exit, which
would take her higher up on the
slopes where she could see if
anyone was following. He had
sketched a map in the dirt to show
her the way, giving her signs she
should look for to keep her on the
right path. There were doors all
through the complex, heavy
barriers with locks. She could close
them off behind her as an added
precaution. Nothing could follow
her. She would be safe. He
suggested she hide out in the
fortress for at least a day or two
before trying to venture out. That
way there was a better-than-even



chance the Trolls would grow tired
of waiting for her to reappear and
abandon their efforts, and then the
possibility of slipping past them
and finding her way home would
be even greater.

Home. How long had she been
gone from it now? Two weeks,
three, more? She had lost all track
of time. She thought about Pan for
a minute, wondering where he was
and how he was managing without
her. He would be worried sick, of
course. But perhaps Sider had told
him that Deladion Inch had
promised to help her, so that he
would know she hadn’t been



abandoned entirely. She only
hoped he wouldn’t make the
mistake of trying to come for her
himself. The fate of Deladion Inch
was an object lesson in how
dangerous such an endeavor could
be.

She wondered, too, if anyone
had discovered the duplicity of the
treacherous Arik Sig. He had fooled
them all in the beginning, even
Sider, but his luck couldn’t last
forever. There was every reason to
think that he had been found out
and dealt with by now. But if he
had escaped, then the valley was at
risk. He would lead the Drouyj into



the passes and flood the valley
with Trolls bent on taking
everything away from them and
either killing or casting them out.
How could they possibly stop
something like that from
happening, even with help from
Sider Ament?

She was still standing there,
thinking about it, when she heard
voices on the other side of the door,
low and guttural in the silence.
Trolls. Some of her Drouj pursuers
still lived. She found herself hoping
that Grosha was not among them,
but what difference did it make
who it was? She flicked off the



handheld solar light and stood
motionless in the dark, listening.
The Trolls stood outside for a long
time, trying the handle, pushing on
the door, talking among
themselves. She waited, not
knowing what to do.

Eventually, all the sounds
disappeared as the Trolls moved
away.

She stayed where she was for a
long time afterward, waiting on
their return. But finally she realized
they weren’t coming back right
away and decided to venture
deeper into the fortress compound.
Turning the solar light back on, she



started down the darkened
corridors, following the path
Deladion Inch had laid out, intent
on reaching his personal quarters,
where she had been told she could
find something to eat and a place
to sleep.

It took her forever. Or at least, it
seemed that way. Part of the
problem was in the directions,
which required that she follow a
series of painted red arrows. There
were painted arrows of all sorts,
and sometimes they overlapped
and sometimes they disappeared
for long distances. As a result, she
was forced to retrace her steps



repeatedly tostay on the
prescribed path. She didn’t blame
Inch for this; after all, he probably
never once thought that someone
would have to find the way without
him. It wouldn’t have occurred to
him to improve on the markings or
to develop a more comprehensive
map.

She was tired by the time she
reached her goal and found herself
in the kitchen where he kept his
foodstuffs, cold storage, dishes, and
utensils. She set about making
herself something to eat and sat at
the wooden table he must have
used for himself many times over.



She thought on him at length,
imagining what his life must have
been like, saddened all over again
that it had ended because of her.
She had liked him and now wished
she had been given a chance to
know him better. But chances were
few and far between in their world,
and mostly you had to settle for
what you were given and be
grateful.

When she had finished eating,
she climbed some steps to an
overlook and crept forward to its
edge, scanning the darkness. Far
away—perhaps a mile distant, but
directly in front of the entrance to



the ruins through which she had
fled to reach the compound—a fire
burned bright and steady in the
blackness. The Trolls had not left
after all, only retreated a short
distance to wait out the night. In
the morning, they would likely
come looking again. She wished
she knew what the odds were, but
there was no way of telling. Better
than before, but still too great.
Then she remembered the
automatic weapon Inch had given
her, still stuck in a pocket of her
coat. She reached down and drew it
out. It was a short-barreled, stubby
black killing tool, one that used



metal projectiles like they had
during the Great Wars. The name
on the barrel, raised in tiny letters,
said rranGe 350. Inch had called it an

automatic. Twelve shots. Just pull
the trigger and it would fire them
one at a time or all at once. She
studied it dubiously. She had never
seen a weapon of this sort, never
held one before, and certainly
never fired one. She supposed she
could use it if she had to, but she
found herself hoping it wouldn’t
come to that. She would be happier
with a bow and arrows, if she could
find them. The metal weapon felt
uncomfortable, as if it were as



much a danger to her as to anyone
she might try to use it against.

It gave her no sense of
satisfaction at all to know she had
it. She stuffed it back in her pocket
and went back downstairs to sleep.

WhaEeN suE woke, she was heavy-eyed

and disoriented, brought out of her
sleep mostly by a sense that
something wasn’t right. For a
moment, she couldn’t remember
where she was. She pushed herself
upright and peered about in a
darkness lit only by gray light
seeping through a ventilation



opening high up on the wall behind
her. She remembered then she was
in Deladion Inch’s fortress lair,
cocooned away from the rest of the
world, sealed off from the Drou;.
She rose and yawned, stretching
her arms over her head. She had
slept, but felt as if she hadn’t
gotten much rest. She switched on
the torch, scanned the room in a
perfunctory way, and then climbed
the steps to the exterior overlook.
This time when she emerged, she
did so much more -cautiously,
crouching down so that she
couldn’t be seen from below. The
sun was overhead; it must have



been somewhere close to midday.
She slipped through the door and
made her way on hands and knees
to the edge of the overlook,
keeping the wall between herself
and whatever or whoever might be
looking up. She found a split in the
stone blocks and peered out,
searching the landscape below.

She didn’t see anyone.

She kept looking anyway, then
shifted her position, moving to one
of the sidewalls. This time when
she peered over the edge, she saw a
Troll moving up through the rocks,
scanning the walls of the keep.

They were still hunting her.



She slid down against the wall,
putting her back against it and
staring at the mist-shrouded peaks
of the distant mountains. If Grosha
was still alive, he wouldn’t give up.
She could feel it in her bones. He
would keep looking, and
eventually he would find a way
inside. She needed to get out of
there before that happened. She
needed to be far away and leave
no trail that he could follow.

She moved in a crouch back
across the overlook and through
the door leading to the stairs. She
passed rooms filled with old
furniture and large paper boxes



that were battered and broken and
stacked against the walls. Pieces of
metal and types of materials she
didn’t recognize littered the floors
of those rooms, which seemed not
ever to have been used by Inch.
Strange black boxes with shattered
glass screens and hundreds of silver
disks lay scattered about one room,
and in another beds filled huge
spaces that reminded her of healing
wards, all of their bedding torn and
soiled and ruined. Remnants of the
old world, once useful, now
discarded and forgotten, they were
a mystery to her. She glimpsed
them fleetingly, dismissed them,



and hurried on.

Once in the kitchen, she packed
up enough food and drink to
sustain her for three days, strapped
her supplies across her back, and
started away.

She had just reached the hallway
leading deeper into the complex
when she saw the big cabinet with
its doors not quite closed and
caught sight of the weapons.

She stopped where she was,
debating, and then walked over
and opened the doors all the way.
There were all kinds of old-world
guns, explosives like the ones
Deladion Inch had carried, knives,



swords, and bows and arrows. She
smiled in spite of herself, taking a
set of the latter and adding a long
knife in the bargain.

She almost left the Flange 350
behind, but at the last minute
changed her mind and kept it in
her pocket.

The light was poor at best within
the corridors she followed, making
it no easier to read the sign
markings during the day than it
had been at night. But she
persevered, using the torch when
no light penetrated from
ventilation shafts, taking her time.
Because the rear of the compound



was elevated, there were stairs to
be climbed, and as long as she was
going up she could be certain she
was headed in the right direction.
It wasn’t like tracking out in the
open, where you could see the sky
and the sun and the way ahead
was clear. But her sense of
direction was strong enough that
even without those indicators to
rely on, she could find her way.
Still, she got lost and was forced
to retrace her steps more often
than she would have liked. It was
oppressive being closed in like this,
buried under tons of stone and shut
away from the light. She thought



about how people had lived like
this before the Great Wars, and she
wondered how they had endured it.
If she had lived then, how would
she have managed? She expected
she would have lived her life much
as she was living it now, even
given the differences. She couldn’t
imagine living it any other way.

At one point, she sat down and
rested; the complex was so much
bigger than she had expected, and
the constant back and forth of her
efforts was draining her strength. If
Pan were there, this wouldn’t be so
difficult. Pan could read sign and
intuit trails much better than she



could. He would have had them out
by now. Back in the light. Back in
the fresh air.

Thinking of his  absence
depressed her, and she got back to
her feet and continued on.

It took better than an hour, but
finally she found an exterior wall
and a huge pair of metal doors.
Light seeped through the seams of
the doors, and their size and shape
and the presence of huge iron latch
bars marked them clearly for what
they were. She studied them for a
moment and then decided that
opening something this big and
closing it again was too risky.



She moved right along the wall,
searching for a smaller portal. She
found one another fifty feet and
several storage bays farther on,
tightly sealed with a drop bar and
slide latch. She stood at the door
and listened, but heard nothing.
Carefully, she lifted the drop bar,
slid back the latch, and opened the
door, just a crack.

The daylight was hazy, but
visibility was good, and she could
see hundreds of yards in front of
her where the foothills climbed
toward the distant mountains. She
opened the door a bit farther,
looked right and left, and didn’t



find anything that looked out of
place. It should be all right, she
thought. The Drouj were still out
front. She could slip away before
they knew she was gone.

She pulled the door open all the
way and stepped outside—right in
front of a Troll as it came
lumbering around a corner of the
outside wall.

She froze, stunned by her bad
luck. What were the odds that a
Troll would appear just now? It
was moving parallel to the wall
perhaps twenty yards away,
studying the ground, glancing up
toward the hillside as it did so,



clearly believing she had already
gotten clear. Against all odds, it
hadn’t noticed her.

She backed toward the open
doorway, slowly and carefully. She
took one step after another, eyes
fixed on the Troll.

Then her foot slipped on the
loose rock, and the Troll’s dark
eyes found her.

She had but a moment to escape
back inside; the Troll was coming
much too fast for anything else. It
carried a war club studded with
spikes, a killing weapon she could
not defend against. She was quick,
but too small to stop a creature like



this without help. The bow and
arrows were slung across one
shoulder—no time to get them free.
She had the long knife out, but she
didn’t think it would do much good.
She would have to run, but there
was no time to go anywhere but
back inside.

It took her only seconds to gain
the opening and rush back into the
building. Once there, she began to
run. The Troll came after her
without slowing, undeterred by the
darkness. It was faster than she
had thought it would be, picking up
speed as it pounded down the
corridors. She would have to hide



or outmaneuver it. But she didn’t
know her way. Where would she
go? She began to panic, searching
the shadows for a way out, for an
escape. But there were only other
corridors and locked doors and
hundreds of feet of stone floors and
walls.

I should have stayed inside, she
thought despairingly. I should have
stayed hidden. I should have waited.

The Drouj had almost caught up
to her when she remembered the
Flange 350. She fumbled for it,
yanked it from her pocket, released
the safety as Deladion Inch had
instructed her, wheeled as the Troll



flung itself at her, and fired six
times as fast as she could. She
heard the sound of the metal
projectiles striking her attacker and
threw herself aside as it lurched
past her, tumbling head-over-heels
into the corridor wall.

She came back to her feet at
once, swinging her weapon about,
searching the gloom.

The Drouj lay folded over in a
motionless heap, blood running
from the wounds to its body. She
looked away quickly, fighting not
to vomit. She’d never killed
anyone, she realized—as if it were
a revelation. Only animals for food



and once a wolf that tried to attack
her. She didn’t like how it made her
feel. Even though it was a Drouj
intent on doing her harm. Even so.
She looked back, forcing herself to
make certain of it. She stared at it
for a long moment, but it didn’t
move.

Taking a deep, steadying breath,
she slid down against the wall. A
shiver passed through her slender
body, and she closed her eyes. She
tried to think of what she needed to
do. She must retrace her steps
quickly and close and lock the
door. She could not chance going
out again now. She was too



frightened, too unsure of herself.
She would wait, as she should have
done in the first place. If Pan were
here, he would approve. He would
tell her she was doing the right
thing.

She stared at the body of the
dead Troll a final time and realized
suddenly that she was crying.

THE  HOURS  PASSED and dusk

approached in a webbing of
shadows and ground mist crawling
down off the heights. In the vast
expanse of the  wastelands
surrounding the complex, the Trolls



were still at work, searching for a
way in, trying to find a weak spot
in the mix of stone and steel. The
ragpicker counted five of them—
big, hulking brutes with tree-bark
skin and hunched shoulders. He
didn’t like Trolls much. They were
all the same, using their size and
their strength to intimidate and, if
need be, to overpower. Reasoning
with Trolls was of little value.
Trolls had a different mind-set
about creatures like himself. Why
reason with things so much smaller
and weaker, they asked
themselves, when you could simply
crush them like eggs?



His ragged, scrawny figure was
hidden by the glare of the fading
sunlight as he approached them,
barely more than a blurred image.
The Trolls hadn’t noticed him at
all, even though he had gotten to
within a quarter mile of them and
was traveling over ground that was
mostly flat and bare. He had no
wish to engage them, and so he
was moving away, heading north
toward the darkness, when he
sensed the magic.

He stopped where he was,
surprised.

Where was magic coming from
in a place like this? Not from those



Trolls, surely. From someone else,
then? Someone inside the buildings
that the Trolls were trying to
penetrate?

He considered the possibility that
it might be the man with the black
staff, but couldn’t quite bring
himself to believe that he was that
lucky. For one thing, the magic he
sensed did not appear strong
enough. Nor did it appear to be of
the right type. The ragpicker could
parse degrees of magic; he could
intuit their shapes. Over time,
duringhis travels, he had
encountered it often enough that
he recognized its differences. This



magic that he was sensing now was
not that of a talisman, but of a
living creature—a magic that was
personal and innate.

Still, one thing usually led to
another. A source here could lead
to a source elsewhere and
eventually to the one he was
seeking. Baby steps, he reminded
himself. Small successes.

He sighed. Pursuing this would
mean confronting the Trolls. He
would have to walk over there to
determine what it was they were
trying so hard to reach. He was not
fond of the idea, but what was he
to do? He couldn’t walk away if



there was a chance that the origin
of the magic he was sensing was
one of the missing black staffs.

He stood looking at the Trolls,
debating. Then, out of the corner of
his eye, he caught sight of shadows
moving like quicksilver on the air,
so thin they were virtually
transparent. He didn’t bother
looking at them. He didn’t need to;
he knew what they were. He knew,
as well, that trying to look directly
at them wouldn’'t work. You
couldn’t see them that way. You
could only glimpse them as bits of
motion.

Feeders.



Once, they had been clearly
visible to those who had use of
magic. Humans and Elves and their
ilk couldn’t see them, not unless
they had magic at their command.
But demons could. And Knights of
the Word. But something had
changed all that with the
destruction of the old world, and in
the aftermath of the Great Wars,
feeders had evolved into something
that was almost entirely devoid of
substance. They still fed on human
emotions, still savaged those
consumed by their darker instincts.
But they had become as empty as
wind.



What mattered here, however,
was that there were feeders present
at all. Their appearance signaled
the presence of magic; it was the
possibility of feeding that had
attracted them. Use of magic
expended the sort of dark emotion
that feeders craved. They were
drawn to it like flies to garbage
and Men to evil. He smiled. You
couldn’t find a better indicator
than that, could you?

Decided, he switched directions
and walked slowly toward the
Trolls, the now distinct possibility
that his search was over a guiding
light.



THREE

HE TROLLS DIDN'T NOTICE HIM AT FIRST,
T ABsorBeDp in their efforts to

find a way into the complex,
working to pry loose the locks and
hinges on massive iron doors that
sealed the exterior walls. One Troll
had found a ladder and climbed to
a second level, where he was
poking about at windows that were
barred and shuttered, having not



much better success than his
fellows. The ragpicker approached
slowly, so as not to alarm them
unnecessarily. If he could just
speak to them, he might be able to
discover whether or not what he
was looking for was inside the
complex and could then determine
if any further action was necessary.
It was a risky business; Trolls were
unpredictable. But they didn’t
usually attack you without reason,
so it was possible to believe they
might listen to him first.

Not that the ragpicker cared if
they didn’t. But it would be a
nuisance to dispose of them.



He glanced at the sky, noting the
expanse of darkness that had crept
steadily westward as twilight faded
and night closed in. A cluster of
whip-thin clouds formed purple
streaks across the encroaching
blackness, momentarily lit by the
last of the sunlight. It would be a
mostly clear night, and the moon,
three-quarters full, was already a
bright presence on the eastern
horizon.

He was only two dozen feet from
the closest Troll when the one
climbing about on the upper levels
noticed him and called out to his
companions in warning. All heads



turned; all eyes fixed on the
ragpicker. The latter stopped
where he was, relying on his
unthreatening appearance to keep
them from attacking him, looking
from one face to the next with a
benign expression. He had his bag
of scraps slung over one thin
shoulder, and as the seconds passed
and no one moved he lowered it
carefully to the ground and
straightened up.

“'m looking for someone,” he
said, speaking in the Troll tongue.
He could speak perfectly in any
language, an ability he had
acquired early on in his life, when



he had made the choice to abandon
his humanity for something more
permanent. “A man who carries a
black staff. Do you happen to
know where I can find him?”

One of the Trolls, a short, mean-
faced individual with thick bark-
skin that gave him the look of
something sculpted from a block of
wood with a chisel and hammer,
walked over and stood in front of
the ragpicker. “Why should we tell
you?”

The ragpicker shrugged.
“Common courtesy?”

The other snorted. “Why
shouldn’t T just kill you? Then the



man with the black staff won’t be a
problem for you.”

The other Trolls exchanged
glances and said nothing. Even the
one atop the exterior wall came
over to listen. The ragpicker had
the distinct impression that the
speaker was the leader.

He cleared his throat and looked
down at his feet. “I could give you
something valuable for that
information,” he offered.

The Troll stared at him. “What
could you give us that we would
want, chilpun?”

Chilpun. Troll for “fool.” A
decided lack of respect was not



helping matters, the ragpicker
decided. But he had to play along
for the moment. “I could show you
a way into those buildings.”

The Troll looked at him with
sudden interest, as if killing him
was no longer of interest. Not that
the option was completely off the
table, of course. The ragpicker
nodded encouragingly. “What do
you say to that?”

“How do you know a way in?”
the Troll asked. “That’s what I say.
Do you know the man who lived
here?”

Lived here. Past tense. That
meant dead or fled. “No. But I can



find a way into anything. It’s a
skill T learned awhile back. If you
want to get inside these buildings, I
can help you.” He paused, tried out
a smile. “Do you have a name?”

“Do you?” The Troll sounded
newly belligerent. “Tell me yours
first.”

The ragpicker smiled some more.
“My name doesn’t matter. Call me
‘ragpicker.” That will do.”

The Troll smirked. “Well,
ragpicker, 1 am Grosha, son of
Taureq, Maturen of the Drouj.
Have you heard of me?”

The ragpicker hadn’t, but he
said, “Of course. Everyone speaks



of you. They are afraid of you.”

Grosha nodded. “They are right
to be afraid. Now tell me how to
get into that complex, and I will
spare your life.” He drew out a
long knife and gestured toward the
other’s throat. “Do it now, old man,
or we are finished here.”

The last of the sunlight had faded
and night had closed down around
them. Moonlight gleamed off the
knife’s razor-sharp edge.
Everything had gone still in the
wake of Grosha’s threat; the other
Trolls stood motionless, waiting.

“First, you must tell me of the
man with the black staff,” the



ragpicker insisted. “Then I will
help you get inside the complex.”

“You will help us anyway, if you
don’t want your throat cut,” the
Troll replied softly. “Or should I
feed you to my hounds?”

He whistled, and a pair of dark
shapes materialized out of the
night, their faces long and lean and
bristling with dark hair that stuck
out in clumps. Wolves, the
ragpicker guessed, though not like
any he had encountered before.
When their jaws opened and their
tongues lolled out, he saw rows of
sharp teeth. They sidled up to
Grosha and rubbed against him like



pets. Or spoiled children anxious
for attention.

“What’s it to be?” Grosha
demanded, reaching down with his
free hand to stroke one of the
animals on its grizzled head.

The ragpicker thought about it
for a few moments and then
shrugged. “It seems you leave me
no choice. But I am very
disappointed. Tell me the truth.
You don’t know anything of a man
who carries a black staff, do you?”

Grosha laughed. “That’s a legend
for superstitious fools, ragpicker.
Do you take me for such? Those
who carried the black staff are long



since dead and gone. No one has
seen one since the time of the
Great Wars!”

“I have,” the ragpicker said
softly.

There was a long moment when
everything ~went silent and
everyone motionless. A strange
hush descended, and even time
itself seemed to stop moving.

“In a dream,” the ragpicker
finished.

Grosha’s face changed just
enough to reveal the hint of fear
that had suddenly uncoiled deep in
his belly. The wolf dogs must have
felt it, too; their much stronger



response was mirrored in their
yellow eyes. Both of them backed
away suddenly, going into a crouch
and whimpering.

Grosha looked down at them,
confused. Then he wheeled back on
the ragpicker. “What are you doing
to my hounds, you skinny old ...?”

He didn’t finish. His knife swept
up in an attack meant to
disembowel the ragpicker with a
single stroke. But the latter caught
the Troll’s wrist with one hand and
held it fast, pinning it to the air in
front of him, his grip as strong and
unbreakable as an iron cuff.

“Were you speaking to me?” the



ragpicker asked, bending close.
“What was it you called me? Say
those words again.”

Grosha spit at him in fury,
yanking on his wrist, trying to
break free. But the ragpicker only
smiled and held him tighter. The
other Trolls started forward, but a
single glance from the ragpicker
stopped them in their tracks. They
saw in his eyes what he was, and
they wanted no part of him. Not
even to save the son of their
Maturen. Instead, they backed
away, as cowed as the Skaith
Hounds, which had retreated all the
way into the rocks, still whining



and snapping at the air.

The ragpicker forced Grosha to
his knees. The Troll’s mouth was
opening and closing like a fish
gulping for air. His scream was
high and piercing. He groped at his
belt with his free hand for another
weapon, but he couldn’t seem to
find one, even though there was a
dagger not three inches away.

“Speak my name!” the ragpicker
hissed at him.

“Ragpicker!” the hapless Troll
gasped.

“My real name! Whisper it to
me!”

Grosha was crying and sobbing.



“Demon!” he moaned.

“Am I your master and you my
servant?” The ragpicker put his
face so close to the other he could
see the veins in the Troll’s eyes
throb. “Or are you detritus to be
tossed aside?”

“Anything! T'll do anything you
ask of me!” Grosha was slobbering
and drooling, and his hand and
wrist were turning black. “Please!”

The ragpicker released him.
When Grosha sank down all the
way, cradling his damaged hand,
the ragpicker put a foot against his
chest and pinned him to the earth.

“Now tell me what I want to



know. Everything I want to know.
What are you doing here? What are
you looking for? What is inside this
fortress that you want so badly?”
He looked up at the rest of the
Trolls, hunched down amid rocks
and debris and on the point of
fleeing. “Don’t try to run from me!
Get down here with your friend!”

He shifted his gaze to Grosha
once more, his eyes gleaming. “You
were about to say?”

Grosha shook his head, eyes
squeezed shut against the pain,
body shaking. “Nothing, nothing!”

The ragpicker reached down and
tilted the Troll’s chin upward.



“Look at me. What are you doing
here? Where is the master of this
keep?”

“Dead. Last night. Blew himself
up with explosives and killed seven
Drouj ...” He trailed off, shaking
his head. “Seven of us dead. He
stole ... something. Something that
was ours!”

“Something you stole from
someone else, maybe? Something
he’s hidden in his lair?”

“Yes, yes! That’s right!”

“Gold coins, maybe? Silver?”

“Yes, yes! Gold and silver!”

“And then, once he had it safely
hidden, he blew himself up?”



“Yes! He blew himself ...” Grosha
trailed off, realizing that he had
been tricked. “No, I don’t mean ...”

The ragpicker shook his head.
“You really are worthless. A liar,
and a bad one at that. A coward. A
piece of ...” He looked over
suddenly at the other Drouj,
clustered together on the edges of
his vision. Hopeless, as well. He
reached down and seized Grosha’s
injured hand anew, squeezing.
“This is your last chance, Grosha,
son of Taureq, Maturen of the
Drouj. What are you looking for?
And don’t lie to me!”

“A girl,” the other answered



quickly, gasping in agony. “A
hostage from the valley beyond the
mountains. There!” He pointed

east, his arm jerking
spasmodically. “But she escaped!
Let me go!”

The ragpicker experienced a
sudden rush of adrenaline. “A girl.
From where? A valley, you say?
Does she carry a black staff?” He
squeezed the wrist savagely. “Does
she wield magic?”

Grosha screamed and shook his
head, fighting to free himself.
“Stop, please! My chest! Exploding!
Listen to me! She’s just a girl, but
the  boy  thinks e Arik



says ... Please! I can’t ...”

The ragpicker squeezed harder.
Useless. Nothing more to be learned
from this one. He fastened the
fingers of his other hand about the
Troll’s thick neck and added more
pressure, an intense and killing
tightness.

Grosha screamed. His neck
snapped, his body sagged, and his
eyes rolled back in his head. The
ragpicker released his lifeless
weight and let him drop to the
ground.

“A girl,” he whispered to himself,
wondering if it meant anything, if
it could help him in his search.



He shifted his gaze to the walls
of the complex, searching high up
where the buildings were stacked
like blocks, one on top of the other,
and caught a sudden, momentary
whiff of the magic he had been
tracking.

That was all it took. A demon
with his talent could sense the
presence of magic with much less
to work with than that, and he
sensed it now. Real magic, the kind
he was looking for. The girl—or
whoever was in there with her—
had use of it. After all his
searching, after all the roads he
had traveled and disappointments



he had endured, all the false leads
and dead ends, he had found the
real thing. He clapped his hands
like an excited boy and smiled.

He kicked Grosha’s body aside
and started for the nearest door.
He would have to be careful here.
He didn’t want to lose her. He had
to make certain she didn’t elude
him. He glanced around. The
Sk aithHounds had fled,
disappeared into the rocks. But the
Trolls were still there, cringing
away from him as he went past.
The demon’s lean form was
hunched within his ragged disguise,
his eyes as bright and hungry as a



predator’s as he beckoned for the
Trolls to follow him.

“You’ll search this place with me,
once we’re inside,” he said, his
voice hard-edged and laced with
venom. “All of you. No one comes
out until I do. We stay there until
we find this girl. But she is not to
be harmed if you find her. She is to
be brought to me.”

The reluctant Drouj fell into line
behind him, being careful not to
get too close. In a knot they
converged on the main doors to the
complex.

The ragpicker’s bundled cloth
scraps lay where he had dumped



them, as rumpled and forgotten as
the shattered form of Grosha Siq.

Artor TtHE runs, high up on the

overlook where she had witnessed
most of what had taken place
between Grosha and the ragpicker,
Prue Liss hunched down behind the
concealing wall so that the old man
couldn’t see her. What sort of
creature was he, she wondered,
that he could subdue Grosha and
cause Skaith Hounds to slink away
like beaten puppies? What kind of
power did he possess? Now Grosha
lay sprawled on the ground below,



and from all appearances he was
dead. And that ragged old man,
together with the Drouj who were
now at his beck and call, were
coming for her.

Stupid, she chided herself, to
have believed he couldn’t smell her
out. It had happened so fast. One
moment he had been questioning
Grosha, all of his attention on the
Drouj, and the next he was looking
right at her hiding place. He
couldn’t have seen her—probably
couldn’t even know who she was—
but her fate was determined
nevertheless. He was at the doors
to the keep, and she had a feeling



that what had kept the Trolls out
would not be enough to stop that
old man.

What should she do?

She made up her mind at once to
escape before they locked her in.
That they would think to do so was
questionable, but she couldn’t take
the chance. Some sixth sense—
perhaps her warning instincts—
told her that they were going to get
inside the fortress, iron doors and
locks notwithstanding, and that
once they did it would not take
them long to find out where she
was hiding.

She left the overlook, moving



away from the wall in a crouch,
easing herself back through the
door and descending the stairs. She
had returned from her previous
attempt at escape by following the
same corridors that had taken her
to the rear of the building, shaken
by her ordeal and haunted by the
killing of the Troll that had
discovered her. She had made
several wrong turns, fought to
remember how the signs worked,
and eventually made it all the way
back. Unable to think of anything
else to do and needing to know
what was happening with the
Drouj, she had gone back up onto



the overlook. Watching the Trolls
move about the walls without
seeming to find a way in had
calmed her, and after a time she
had believed herself safe again.
With the doors securely locked, it
didn’t appear that anyone could
reach her.

But then that old man had
appeared to confront Grosha, and
now everything had changed.

Her backpack was still sitting on
the kitchen table where she had left
it. She shrugged into it once again,
stuck the long knife back in her
belt, and slung the bow and arrows
over her shoulder. After taking a



last look around the room, making
sure she hadn’t forgotten anything,
she set out once more.

Too much time had been wasted
already, she knew. She should have
kept her head after her encounter
with the Troll and gone back
outside and made a run for it. The
Trolls were all back around the
front of the complex by then,
engaged with that old man. She
would have been able to make a
clean break. By now, she would be
high into the foothills and safely on
her way to the mountain passes.
They wouldn’t have even known
she was gone.



But that’s how it was with
hindsight. If she went far enough
back in time, she could argue that
she should have stood her ground
when Phryne Amarantyne had
cajoled Pan into creeping up on
that nighttime campfire for a closer
look. She would have squelched
that suggestion and they would all
still be safe inside the valley and
Arik Sig would never have gotten
in.
She shook her head in disgust,
picking her way along the stone
corridors. Or something else would
have happened and she might be in
an even worse situation. Who could



know? She studied the signs on the
walls, the array of different-colored
arrows and the strange language
she couldn’t read, trying to
remember. It wasn’t as easy as she
had thought it would be. All at
once it seemed so confusing.

She slowed when she heard the
sound of metal clanging and hinges
squealing with the weight of a door
opening from somewhere behind
her. The old man and the Drouj
were inside. She knew it at once.
She didn’t think they would come
straight for her; they would have to
search the front rooms first, all the
way up to the overlook, and that



could take time. On the other hand,
if that old man could dispatch the
locks on those iron doors, then he
might have a few other skills, as
well. One of them might have
something to do with finding her.
Adjusting the backpack so that it
rested higher up on her shoulders,
she continued on, choosing what
she believed was the right way to
go. She hurried a little more now,
walked a little faster, a twinge of
genuine fear seeping through her.
It wasn’t like her to panic, but she
could feel the urge to give way to
it. Something about that old man.
Something about how he had



looked at her, even from that far
away.

Pan, I wish you were here with me.

But he wasn’t, and she didn’t
know where he was. Hopefully, he
was back inside the valley and
doing what he could to help Sider
find her. She believed that he
would come for her, but she
wanted to reach him first. She
didn’t want him to venture outside
the valley again. She didn’t want
that old man to find him, too.

No, I wouldn’t want that. Not for
him or anyone.

She found herself in a hall that
didn’t look familiar, even though



the arrows had pointed her that
way. Had she taken a wrong turn
somewhere farther back? She didn’t
think so, but then she had been
dwelling on things other than the
arrows, things having to do with
the danger she was in. That old
man. The Drouj. The growing
sensation of isolation, of walls
closing in and darkness
descending. She still had the solar
torch, and its beam was still strong,
but she had no way of knowing
how long its power would last.
Sounds of doors opening and
closing, of boots thudding and of
furniture and supplies being moved



about echoed through the stillness.
Itall felt far too close, as if the
searching had progressed much
more swiftly than she had
expected. Voices lifted out of a
subsequent silence, a mix of soft
whispers and gruff mutterings.
Heavy armored bodies scraped
against rough walls.

She hurried ahead, abandoning
her plan to try to get back to the
exit she had found Dbefore,
concentrating now on reaching any
opening at the rear of the complex
where she might find a way out. All
she wanted was to escape, to get
clear of a place that was beginning



to feel like a tomb.

While she floundered like a rat in
a maze, sunshine and fresh air
waited outside. @ She  would
recognize features in the wall of
the distant mountain peaks, and
then forests and hills and trails she
knew well would guide her home.
Somehow she would find her way.
She kept that thought foremost as
she searched for an exit. But the
corridors ran on, twisting and
turning, the arrows pointing this
way and that, and eventually she
realized she no longer knew which
way she was going.

She stopped then, took a deep



breath, and tried to think clearly.
She was lost, but she could still find
her way if she kept her head. The
sounds of pursuit were still audible,
but they didn’t seem to be quite as
close as before. Maybe she was
wrong about where she was.
Maybe she was farther back in the
complex than she had thought.

“Where do you think you are
running to?” said a voice in the
darkness just ahead of her.

She started so badly that she
dropped the bow and arrows.
Snatching them up again, she
backed away from the voice,
terrified. She had reason to be. The



old man was standing there
looking at her, tall and lean and
bent, ragged clothing hanging off
his skeletal frame, narrow head
cocked to one side, obsidian eyes
fixed on her.

“Get away from me,” she
whispered.

“Well, I can’t do that until we’ve
talked. But I can stand right where
I am, if it will make you feel any
better. All you have to do is answer
my questions.”

She took a deep breath,
steadying herself. “What kind of
questions?”

He gave her a tight smile.



“Nothing much. Like what sort of
magic you possess, for instance?”

“None. I don’t have any magic.
I’'m a Tracker.”

“Oh, you have magic, all right. I
can sense it. I don’t make mistakes
about that sort of thing. What can
you do that no one else can? Tell
me.”

She swallowed against her fear.
One hand snaked into her pocket
and her fingers closed about the
automatic weapon. “I can sense
danger. I can tell when it’s close to
me.
The old man nodded. “Really?
Do you sense it now, from me,

”



when I am close?”

She shook her head no. “It
doesn’t always work.”

“What an  unreliable gift!
Sometimes it helps and sometimes
it leaves you hung out to dry. Like
now.” His smile returned, colder.
“You really shouldn’t think about
trying to use that weapon on me. It
won’t work. Those sorts of things
can’t hurt me.”

She was trying to think what to
do, how to get away. She could
run, but what was the point if she
didn’t know where she was going?
“I only have your word for that. I
don’t think I should take your word



about anything. I don’t think you
can be trusted.”

“Oh, but I can. I will tell you
exactly what I am going to do
before I do it. Just so long as you
don’t attack me. Fair enough?” He
glanced around. “Why don’t we go
back upstairs and outside? It would
be much more comfortable out
there. We could talk just as easily.
You might feel better about things.
Trackers live outside, don’t they?
You must feel trapped down here
under all these tons of stone. Don’t
you?”

“I'm fine where I am.”

“I doubt it, but it’s up to you.”



“Why don’t you just let me go?”

“Questions, remember? Do you
know a man who carries a black
staff? Ah, your face gives you
away. Youdo know such a man,
don’t you? Tell me where he is. Tell
me how to find him. Then you can
go on your way.”

Sider Ament. He was looking for
the Gray Man. Prue was furious
with herself for giving anything
away, but she imagined that where
this old man was concerned it
didn’t take much to reveal yourself.
“He’s dead,” she said quickly.
“Killed a month ago.”

The old man shook his head



admonishingly. “You’re lying,
young lady. How unbecoming. I
can tell when people lie to me. It’s
a waste of time to try doing so. The
man who carries the black staff is
alive and you know where he is. So
now you had better tell me or
things will quickly become very
unpleasant for you.”

She hesitated only a moment,
and then she jerked the automatic
weapon from her pocket and fired
it at the old man until it clicked on
empty. She was running by then,
tearing back down the corridors,
racing for a freedom she had no
idea how to find. She threw away



the weapon and began struggling
with the bow and arrows—
although if the Flange 350 wasn’t
enough to stop the old man, she
had no reason to think the bow and
arrows would work any better.

Risking all, she glanced back to
see if her pursuer was anywhere in
sight. Her heart sank. A shadowy
form was cleaving the darkness,
keeping pace with her, coming
much more quickly than should
have been possible for someone so
bent and old.

She pounded ahead, running
faster, her stamina already
waning, her breathing uneven. The



old man continued to draw closer.
She could not outdistance him.

She notched an arrow to the
bowstring as she ran, swung about
abruptly, and fired the steel-tipped
missile directly at him. The arrow
struck his chest and bounced away.
The old man didn’t even slow.

Then he was right on top of her,
so close she could hear his
breathing. She heard his voice in
her mind, screaming at her. Stop
running! Running is pointless! You
cannot escape me!

She refused to give up. She ran
on even faster. But she was
beginning to labor. Ahead, she



could hear the sounds of the Trolls.
She was running right toward
them. She flashed on a corridor
that would take her another way
and turned down it without
thinking.

She had run more than a dozen
yards before she realized she had
chosen a dead end.

She wheeled back, frantic now.
The old man was slowing to a
walk, not twenty paces away,
blocking her escape. His smile was
slow and mocking, as if he had
known all along that this was how
it would end. She notched another
arrow to her bow and held the



weapon in front of her, pointing it
at the old man. He shook his head,
a clear admonishment. But he
didn’t say anything this time. He
just kept walking toward her.

She cast aside the bow and
arrows, knowing they were useless,
and was reaching for her long
knife, determined to die fighting
rather than let him take her, when
the light appeared behind her,
sudden and intense. It came out of
the darkness, out of nowhere,
growing swiftly to fill the whole of
the corridor. She risked a quick
glance over her shoulder, but the
light blinded her to whatever was



there. She turned back to the old
man, saw the perplexed look on his
face, the sudden flicker of concern
that changed quickly to rage.

Then the light closed about her
and everything vanished.

In THE ArtErmATH Of the girl’s
disappearance, his equanimity
recovered, the ragpicker stood
quietly in the darkness, thinking it
through. She hadn’t gotten away
from him by herself; of that much,
he was certain. She had magic, but
she didn’t have magic powerful
enough for this. If she had that



kind of magic, he would have
sensed it immediately. No, another
magic had been brought to bear;
someone had intervened to aid her,
to remove her from his grasp.

He sniffed, able to smell the
magic’s residue even now, pungent
and raw. He stared off into the
darkness. Even without light, he
could see perfectly well—but of
course there was nothing to be
seen. He was alone, back where he
had started when he stumbled on
the Trolls trying to break into this
aged fortress.

He licked out with his tongue,
tasting the stale air. What should



he do about the girl? What should
he do about finding the one who
carried the black staff, the one he
had come to find? He shook his
head, mulling his choices.

Grosha had said something about
a valley. This was where the girl
had come from. Which meant that
the bearer of the black staff might
come from there, as well. He
nodded to himself. He had his
starting point.

Turning around, he began
retracing his steps, intent on
retrieving the collection of scraps
he had dropped outside. It wouldn’t
do to leave his memories. The dead



needed their due. Yes, he was
impatient, but good things come to
those who wait.

As he walked, he hummed and
then began to sing.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, take your
time.

There are plains to walk and
mountains to climb.

Ragpicker, ragpicker, find your
way.

The black staff’s bearer comes
closer each day.

He smiled eagerly as he
disappeared into the darkness,



anxious to resume his long search
for the one he had come to kill.



FOUR

ANTERRA QU KNELT BESIDE SIDER AMENT,
one hand resting on the dead

man’s chest, looking off
toward the pass at Declan Reach.
Time didn’t have meaning for him.
Time had come to a standstill, the
world stopped where it was,
everything as still and immutable
as the mountains and the sun in the
sky.



Take the staff.

Sider’s words echoed in his mind,
the last spoken by the Gray Man
before he died, a plea to Pan to
accept responsibility for what
needed doing. A bearer for the
black staff must be found—a
protector for the people of the
valley, a wielder of magic who
could withstand the demands that
would be laid upon him. It was
easy to forget, in the crush of
things that had transpired since the
agenahls had broken through
Sider’s wards and come into the
valley to kill Bayleen and Rausha,
that five centuries of knowing their



world was safely locked away from
the devastation of the Great Wars
had come to an end.

Take the staff.

A bird cried out from somewhere
high up in the mountain peaks, and
Pan’s eyes shifted skyward. A sleek
winged predator was hunting,
sweeping in wide circles across the
open skies. Pan watched its flight,
suddenly fascinated. A hawk, he
thought. Maybe it was an omen.
Maybe it was the spirit form of the
boy who had saved them all those
years ago, looking down on them.

Looking down on him.

He shook his head. Nonsense.



The old days and all those who had
lived them were dead and gone.
There was only the present and
those alive now. Himself and Prue
and the people of Glensk Wood
and the Elves of Arborlon and all
the others who called the valley
home.

What was he to do?

He took a deep breath and
exhaled, looking down at Sider’s
face for the first time since his final
words. He had died saving Pan and
trying to prevent Arik Siq from
reaching the Drouj with
information on the passes leading
into the valley. But now Sider was



gone, and the threat from the Troll
army remained. Worse, Arik Siq
had escaped back into the valley,
where he might cause further
trouble.

Something had to be done; Pan
knew this. He knew, as well, that
he was the only one who could act,
the only one who knew that Arik
Sig had not yet managed to get
word of what he had learned to the
Drouj. All those who had come with
the Maturen’s sons lay dead. Arik
alone remained. If he were
stopped ...

But did that mean that Panterra
must do what Sider had asked of



him? Did it mean he must become
the Gray Man’s successor, the next
bearer of the black staff, the next
servant of the Word? Could he not
simply go after Arik Siq, using the
skills he had already mastered as a
Tracker? He could, he told himself.
He could hunt down the
treacherous Drouj and finish the
job Sider had started. He could
return to Glensk Wood and then
Arborlon and tell everyone what
had happened. Then others could
step forward and act in Sider’s
place, men and women older and
more experienced than he was. It
would be better that way, wouldn’t



it?

He shook his head at the
enormity of what Sider had asked
of him. He could admit to himself,
if to no one else, what he knew
was true. He was still only a boy.
He was just seventeen.

He experienced a sudden wave of
shame. By thinking like this, he
was making excuses he had never
made before. He was saying to
himself that he was not equal to
the task. If Prue were there, she
would order him to stop. She would
tell him that he could do anything
he set his mind to. But of course
Prue wasn’t there—nor anyone else



who could tell him what to do.

He took his hands away from
Sider’s body and clasped them in
his lap, unwilling to let them stray
too close to the black staff. He
couldn’t leave it, but what would
happen if he touched it? Would it
hurt him just to pick it up and
carry it somewhere safe? Would he
be accepting use of it by doing so?
Would he be taking on a larger
commitment by conveying it
elsewhere with no intention of
using it himself?

He didn’t know. The truth was,
he didn’t know anything about how
the staff would react. He didn’t



even know if he could summon its
magic, if he was capable of
wielding it. He was painfully
ignorant of everything that
mattered about the staff.

Except what he knew in his heart
and could not deny—that Sider
Ament had wanted him to take it
for his own.

He stood up slowly and looked
around the vista of the plains west
and the mountains east, searching
the landscape. He sought signs of
movement, looking for Drouj in the
direction their army was encamped
and for Arik Siq in the dark mouth
of the pass. But there was nothing



that attracted his attention in
either direction. His gaze shifted
skyward and he tried to locate the
hawk he had seen flying through
the peaks earlier, but it was gone.

He was alone with the dead and
his thoughts on what their dying
had meant.

Because that was the final
measure of all of his choices. It
wasn’t only Sider, but the men of
Glensk Wood, too, who had given
their lives attempting to hold the
pass. What did he owe them for
doing this? What obligation did he
have? He could argue that he owed
them nothing because he hadn’t



asked that they give their lives. But
when men die in your company,
sharing their last moments with
you, surely you incur an obligation
of some sort.

It did not stop there, either.
Eventually, the Trolls would find
their way into the wvalley, and
many more would die. Did he owe
something to those people as well?
In his heart, he knew the answer. If
he could do something to help
them, perhaps even to save them,
he must act. It was an oath he had
sworn long before this day. It was
a Tracker’s oath to his people: he
must serve and protect them to the



best of his ability, using his
training and skills and
determination. Nothing that had
happened here changed the fact of
that commitment.

He shifted his gaze once more,
looking down again at the black
staff. He might not like it, but that
was the way things stood. The
people within the valley depended
on him. Prue depended on him. He
was obligated to them all, bound to
them as much as if they were his
charges and he their guardian. He
could not forsake them because he
was afraid for himself. He could
not allow doubts and uncertainties



to rule his choices or to undermine
his determination.

Without thinking about it
further, he reached down and took
the black staff from Sider Ament’s
dead hands.

“Do with me what you will,” he
whispered, eyes locked on the
smooth black surface of the wood,
scanning the sweep of intricately
carved runes, searching for
something that would reveal the
magic hidden within.

But nothing happened.

Nothing at all.

He stood in the shadow of the
mountains, the skies beginning to



cloud with the approach of rain,
and wondered what more he
needed to do.

WHEN ENOUGH TIME HAD PASSED and still

the staff had not reacted in any
noticeable way to his handling of
it, he propped it up against a
cluster of rocks and set about
burying Sider Ament. The ground
was hard and rocky, and he lacked
any sort of digging tool, so he had
to settle for building a cairn. He
lifted stones and carried them over
to where he had laid out the Gray
Man, then piled them about him



until the body could no longer be
seen. He tried to fit the stones as
closely together as possible to
prevent animals from digging their
way in. He used the heaviest stones
he could manage, aware that the
larger creatures residing in the
outside world—the agenahls, for
instance—would not be deterred.
But most scavengers would likely
let the cairn be. The remains of the
Drouj were an easier choice for
satisfying their hunger. The Gray
Man’s body should be safe enough
until he could come back for it.
When he did that, something he
promised himself he would do as



soon as it was possible, he would
uncover his friend and carry him
back inside the valley to be buried
in the country where he had been
born and which had served for his
entire life as his home. A marker
would be placed and words would
be spoken over his remains. Those
who had known and cared for him
would come together to remember
him.

But that would have to wait.
Panterra would not take the Gray
Man back with him now.

Instead, he would go after Arik
Siq.

He had choices in the matter,



and they were all compelling.
Going to Glensk Wood to warn the
villagers of what had happened in
the pass and from there to the
Elven city of Arborlon would be
necessary at some point. It could
be argued that this was a Tracker’s
first duty and should be carried out
now. Going in search of Prue was
equally necessary; he still had no
idea if she had been rescued from
the Drouj. She was the most
significant person in his life, his
best friend since childhood, and he
was responsible for her. Every fiber
of his being screamed at him to
forget everything else and save



her.

But more important than both of
these was tracking down the Drouj
traitor whose continued freedom
imperiled them all. If Arik Siq
managed to escape the valley,
there would be no more concealing
the secret location of the passes
and nothing to protect any of
them. If he escaped, Sider Ament’s
death would have been for nothing.
Panterra Qu could not allow that to
happen. He could not justify any
other choice than going after the
Drouj.

In part, he knew, he would be
testing himself against a very



dangerous adversary. The Troll was
skillful and experienced. He would
not be easily tracked and even less
easily caught or Kkilled. But
Panterra had made his choice when
he had picked up the staff, and
whether or not he could use it,
whether or not he could summon
and employ its magic did not alter
in any way the extent of his
obligation to exercise a
responsibility that was his and his
alone.

Still, he thought, glancing over at
the black staff for the first time
since he had laid it down, it was
important to discover if the magic



that had belonged to Sider Ament
now belonged to him.

He picked up the talisman once
more and stood looking at it.

What would it take to make it
respond? What must he do to bring
the magic alive? He ran his hands
up and down its length, feeling the
indentation of the runes beneath
his fingertips. Perhaps there was a
secret to the way it was held or in
how the runes were touched. But
wouldn’t Sider have told him so?
Even dying, wouldn’t he have said
something about how to engage it?

He held it a few moments longer,
trying to find something in the



touch of his fingers on the runes, in
the staff’'s weight or its balance,
anything at all that might indicate
what was required.

But no matter what he did,
nothing happened.

Finally, his patience exhausted
and his concern growing over the
increasing distance Arik Siq was
putting  between  them, he
shouldered the staff and set out.

Reentering the pass, he walked
quickly, but paid close attention to
his surroundings. It wouldn’t be out
of the question for Arik Siq to wait
in ambush or to set traps to snare
him. He found the Troll’s tracks



quickly enough, deep gouges where
the rock gave way to soft earth.
The Troll was running, not
bothering to mask his passing. It
appeared that he was afraid and
wanted only to get away. Panterra
didn’t think the Troll feared him.
He must be concerned that the
poison from the blowgun wasn’t
doing what was needed and that
Sider Ament might still be alive.

He remembered suddenly how
disturbed Arik Sig had been when
he first saw the Gray Man all those
weeks ago, coming out of the camp
with Pan on the pretext of being
his friend. He had thought the



bearers of the black staff were all
dead; he had looked decidedly
uncomfortable to  find out
otherwise. Apparently he knew
something of the old Knights of the
Word, and he was frightened by
that knowledge. It made Pan
wonder how much of what the
Troll had told him about Hawk and
the Ghosts was the truth. How
much of that whole story was real,
and how had he known it in the
first place?

He skirted the bodies of the dead,
the Trolls and the men from Glensk
Wood, as he wound his way ahead
through the defile’s twists and



turns. The rock walls loomed high
to either side, all but shutting out
the sky, and as the sun worked its
way west, the shadows continued
to deepen. He would get clear of
the pass before nightfall, but
tracking anyone after that might
prove impossible. If the moon
clouded over, he might have to
wait until morning to resume his
hunt.

When he reached the barricade
the men from Glensk Wood had
constructed to defend the pass, he
found the few bodies of the Trolls
killed coming over the wall lying
undisturbed. Climbing to the other



side, he took a moment to study the
killing field below, but nothing
seemed changed there, either. He
descended a second ladder and
picked his way through the dead.
No one had come up from the
village yet. They would all be
thinking that the pass was
defended and they were safe from
a surprise attack, lulled into a false
sense of security.

Until he told them otherwise, of
course—something he would have
to do sooner rather than later.

He considered rethinking his
priorities and going to Glensk
Wood first, if only to alert



everyone in the valley about the
danger they were in. He did not
want to abandon tracking Arik Siq,
but if he couldn’t pick up the trail
outside the pass, wouldn’t it make
sense to go on to Glensk Wood, to
travel through the night and reach
the village by dawn? He could
always resume tracking the Drouj
afterward, couldn’t he?

But he hated the idea. He needed
to respond directly to Sider’s death,
and the only way he could do so
was by catching up to Arik Siq.
Letting him slip away now, no
matter the reason, felt like a
betrayal. He didn’t think he could



live with himself if he let the Drouj
get away, possibly for good.

At the far end of the approach to
the pass, still walking among the
dead, he felt a sudden surge of
warmth from the black staff. It
caught him by surprise, and he
drew up quickly, stopping where
he was. He stood looking at the
staff in surprise, noticing that the
runes were beginning to glow
softly, to pulsate.

What was happening?

It took him a moment to decide.
The staff was warning him. It was
responding to something that he
had not detected; it was telling him



that something was wrong.

He looked around, taking in his
surroundings, peering off into the
shadow-laced trees and the wide
rocky stretches of the hillside that
led up to the pass. He studied
everything carefully, searching for
anything that seemed to be out of
place. But everything looked as it
should. Out of habit, he dropped
into a crouch, making himself a
smaller target, no longer
silhouetted against the fading light.

He looked at the staff. It
continued to pulse.

Then he saw it. Not three yards
away, all but invisible in the



darkness, a trip cord stretched
across the trail leading downbhill.
He followed its length both ways
until the ends disappeared into the
gloom. Dropping flat against the
ground, he crawled forward just far
enough that he could reach the cord
with the end of the staff, and he
gave it a sharp poke.

Instantly a handful of black
objects flew through the darkness
right in front of him, their passage
so swift he only caught a glimpse
of movement. He heard the missiles
ping as they bounced off rocks
some distance away, steel striking
against stone. Then everything was



quiet again.

He poked the trip cord once
more, just to be sure, but nothing
happened. He stood, walked up to
the wire, and followed it in the
direction the black objects had
gone. He found several some
distance away, lying on the
ground. Darts, the tips laced with
poison, their butts notched to fit a
bowstring. He walked the other
way and found the bow, cleverly
wedged in the rocks so that it
would not shift, its bowstring
hanging limp from guy wires
where the trip cord had released it.

So he had been right to be



cautious. Arik Siqg was setting traps,
intent on putting an end to any
attempt at pursuit. He wasn’t
running blindly, after all. He had
taken time to stop and construct
this ambush, knowing it would be
dark before anyone following got
this far.

Pan looked down at the black
staff. The more  important
revelation was here. That the
staff’'s magic had warned him of
the danger was a complete
surprise. Pan hadn’t summoned the
magic or even thought to do so. He
had  never considered  the
possibility that the staff might be



able to act unilaterally. He had
assumed all along it only
responded to the commands of the
user. But the unbidden warning he
had been given demonstrated
clearly how wrong he was.

Perhaps, he thought suddenly,
summoning the magic wasn’t even
necessary. Perhaps the magic
responded to something more
complex and personal. To the user
itself? To the user’s immediate
circumstances?

He took a deep breath and
exhaled.

Was the staff in some way
sentient?



He didn’t know. He couldn’t be
sure. Not yet, not on the strength
of a single event. But the
possibility was there, right in front
of him. The staff might be more
than a tool of magic. It might be an
extension of the bearer himself.

The way forward made safe, he
started off again, more slowly now,
watching for traps. He descended
from the pass and into the foothills,
passing out of the snow line and
entering the forests below. Once or
twice, he found footprints left by a
Troll going in the same direction
and knew them to be fresh—made
within the last few hours. He



followed them by staying off to one
side, keeping close enough to read
them but not so close as to put
himself directly on top of them.
There had been one trap set; he
would likely find more.

Less than an hour had passed
when he realized suddenly that
even though it was fully dark, he
could see the ground ahead clearly.
The moon, almost full and rising in
the east, was a dim presence in a
heavily clouded sky. He should be
having trouble tracking on a night
like this. Yet he could see Arik Siq’s
tracks. How could that be? He
scanned the sky and the horizons



for some sign of ambient light and
found nothing. It was his own
vision that was providing the light;
he could read sign ten times better
than he had ever been able to
before.

The staff, he thought at once. It
was the magic of the black staff
that was doing this.

Yet the staff’s runes were dark,
and the heat that had emanated
from its wood earlier was gone.
Still, something was happening.
His instincts, always good, were
unusually sharp and he was
attuned to everything around him.
The staff was enhancing his natural



abilities so that even in almost
total darkness, he would find what
he was looking for.

He felt a sudden rush of elation.
The magic was responding to him
after all, just not in the way he had
imagined it would. Taking up the
staff as Sider Ament had asked was
all that was necessary to make the
magic his. He felt relief mixed with
caution. He had formed a
connection with the magic, but he
must not take for granted that he
knew all there was to know about
what it could do or how it would
respond. Time and experience
would teach him more. For now, he



needed to remember he was new at
this and did not fully understand
the magic’s nuances and
intricacies.

But maybe he understood enough
to track down Arik Siq.

He picked wup his pace,
determined to find out.



FIVE

AN HUNTED FOR ARIK SIQ ALL THE REST
or THE night, tracking him

steadily through the
enveloping darkness and the
curtains of mist that rose off the
valley floor. For a time, it seemed
he would not catch him, his efforts
hampered by the l