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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the inspiring
educators and librarians I have had the privilege
of meeting on my tours across Canada.
And to the kids, of course.





EPIGRAPH


When the people of the world all know beauty as beauty,

There arises the recognition of ugliness.

When they all know the good as good,

There arises the recognition of evil.

THE WAY OF LAO-TZU, 2
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PROLOGUE
THE NAMING

Inside the obsidian shell, the serpent writhed in agitation, its pinpoint red eyes blinking like twin beacons in the inky enclosure. Fully formed, and as black as a ravens feathers, it waited to hear its name, waited for the summons to rend the amnion and the chorion, the membranous walls of the egg, and break through the hard shell to freedom.

In the first months of its development, the embryonic serpent floated contentedly in the albumen, a nutritious extension of itself. As it grew, its salivary glands, spongy sacs behind its eyes, modified to produce deadly venom. The amniotic egg was its entire universe. If the creature were capable of thought, its thoughts during that time were bent on one thingsurvival. Without the egg, it would die.

But all too quickly, things changed. The sustaining goo was gone, used up. The serpents limbless body shriveled, tightening as it dehydrated and its life fluids evaporated. Without sustenance, the womblike enclosure became a prisona death cell. Seconds became eternities. If hunger failed to drive the creature mad, it would die from boredom.

Finally, in desperation, and guided by millions of years of instinct, the thing sank its fangs into its dry, itchy skin, ripping and ripping until it hung about the creature like the wispy outer skin of an onion. Then, wearing an oily black coat, the snake slithered out of its old wrapping, and in a snap, tore into it ravenously, consuming every scaly morsel. Sated for the time being, the sleek black serpent roiled frenziedly about itselfand waitedand waited

DAUTHUSSSS!

The snake went as still as the air just before dawn.

COME TO ME, MY DAUTHUSSSS!

The sound of his name pleased the serpent, sending a rush of warmth along his slick, silky length, as he hastened to do his Mistresss bidding. The creature raked his long, pointed, hollow fangs over the inner and outer membranous walls, careful not to eject even a drop of the deadly venom, and shredded them into long, slimy threads. Then, he recoiled and focused on the wall of the black shell. From the serpents eyes, thin beams of red fire shot out, blasting the shell into a million shards that rained upon Dauthus like bits of his own discarded skin.

Dauthus blinked, the rest of his body going still again as the voice of Hate filled his tiny brain with her memory and her purpose. In unspoken words and vivid images, the Demon stripped away the creatures ophidian nature, crushing his will and remaking him into herself.

Pain, sharper than a knife, exploded in Dauthuss brain as Hate worked her evil. As the serpents life drained away, his round eyes rolled senselessly. His long body recoiled violently, flexing and knotting. His head lashed out again and again, fangs biting at air in a frenzied, futile attack. The pain went on forever. And when it finally ended, Dauthuss body was rigid with shock, drained of everything except the urgent need to free the Demon and make those responsible for her terrible torment pay with their lives.

Totally spent, the serpent rested. His forked tongue flickered spasmodically from his open mouth as his red eyes refocused and travelled about the cavernous interior of his cold, silent host. Dauthus blinked. The creature knew where he wason Ellesmere Island, land of the loathsome Elves, deep under the city of Bethany, inside the abdominal cavity of the recently dead Elven King. He knew what he had to do. He knew everything now.

Knowing that his Mistress was trapped in a prison a billion times darker and emptier than the black egg from which he had emerged hurt Dauthus as if he were the one incarcerated in that vile nothingness. The Elves had driven her there, but others had helped. The snake opened his mouth and spat a spray of venom at the image of a slim, blond-haired girl with clear green eyes that flashed through his brain like a bolt of lightning. That was shethe human girl who had interfered in the Demons business and whose life would soon be ended.

Yess, thought the serpent, My Lady hass planss for you, nassty, nassty meddler. Dauthuss body convulsed with pleasure. Oh yes, his Mistress had plans for the girl all right. And this time she would not have the magic Bloodstones to help her. The creature hissed softly. Without the precious stones, the human was less than nothing. Dauthus intended to get them away from her and, once he had them, hed bite her and kill her. Thats what the Great One had commanded and he, her servant, had no will except the will to obey.

The snakes eyes sought and found the soft, unmoving body of a larger serpent. He stared at it for a long time. This was his parent, the one that had sunk its poisonous fangs into the neck of the King they called Ruthar, killing the weakling in seconds. Dauthus hissed contentedly as his mind replayed the image of his Mistress snatching the parent snake from the living mass of serpents she wore like a belt about her waist, and flinging it at the King of the Elvesthe Evil One.

But not so evil anymore. If the snake could laugh, he would have laughed now. Instead, he hissed again. Ruthar! What a soft, weak-sounding name, but so appropriate for the leader of the lumpen, lower order of Elves.

Dauthus didnt know his parents namenot that he cared. The thing was dead. But even the sickening smell of its rotting carcass didnt stop him from devouring what was left of it. Finished, he looked about until he found the other four round black eggs his parent had deposited in the abdominal cavity of the dead King, seconds before it, too, had died of wounds inflicted by a small pink doga stupid human plaything.

The serpent inched his bloated body forward until he made physical contact with his unborn siblings. He caught and held each tiny egg in his mouth, torn between Hates orders and his urge to crush the eggs in his sharp teeth and suck down the contents. Finally, he released them and coiled about them, drawing them to him in a strangely protective stance. Then he slept and dreamed that he was with the Demon, one of her chosen, writhing blissfully about her middle like the living bark encircling a tree.



In her prison, the Demon stirred. Two flaming red eyes blinked in the darkness. Slowly, she rose to her full height, stretched her four arms wide, opened her enormous mouth, and yawned lazily. Then she grasped the long, black iron stake with the human skull skewered on the sharp end, and raised it over her head. Crackling red fire ignited in the skulls eyes and spread down the cold iron and along the creatures arms, bathing her black, whipping tongue in fire.

When the flames died, she sank her hooked fangs deep into the flesh on her forearm and hissed with pleasure. Her plans were in motion. The one she named Dauthus knew what he must do to break the spells that sealed her dark, empty prison. Once the spells were broken, the invisible walls would melt away like snow in July. Then, Hate and the others trapped in the Place with No Name would surge forth like a violent storm, dispatching the Demons enemies until the ground ran red with their blood.

She had thought of everything. Her plan was foolproof. It could not fail. Soon, soon, victory would belong to her. And this time when she emerged from the dark hole, she would be free foreverfree to trample her enemies and expand her kingdom until she ruled the former lands of the Dwarves and Elves. Then, when she had wiped the despised races from her world, she would turn her vast army toward that other worldthe one the human girl called home.



CHAPTER ONE
THE COMING OF EVIL

It was the dead of night when Elester, only son of the late lamented King of the Elves, awakened suddenly, his heart drumming loudly in the eerie silence, blood pulsing in his ears. A sound nearbya stealthy footstep on the softwood floorechoed in his subconscious. In one smooth movement, he raised his strong arms protectively and rolled off the bed, away from the menace he sensed waiting in the darkness near the other side of the bed, between him and the door. Landing on his feet in a crouch, the Prince froze, reaching out with his keen hearing, seeking the slightest sound. At the same time, his sharp eyes pierced the robes of night for the source of the evil, a thicker solid blackness among the murky shadows. He heard nothing, saw nothing. No sound. No movement. Nothing.

Silently he backed away from the single bedhis nerve ends tingling, alert for the slightest movement, the slightest sound. Still, he saw nothing, heard nothing. Then, for a fraction of a second, his throat constricted and he almost gagged on the putrid stench that spilled from the blackness and spread like poison gas through the chamber.

Now Elester was afraid.

He knew that smell as surely as he knew his own name. It was the gangrenous odour of deaththe reek of evil that meant only one thing. Hate, the Demon, was here, now, somewhere in this room.

Even as his mind processed these thoughts and identified the source of the danger, the rational part of his brain screamed in denial. It is not the Demon! It cannot be! Elester knew there was no way the Demon could be here on Ellesmere Island. Not now, not ever. None knew that better than he. He had been there when Hate and the rest of her half-dead minions were driven into the Place with No Name at the Battle of Dundurum. In fact, it was he who had wielded the magic that sealed the boundaries of the creatures dark prison.

Prince Elester grinned bitterly, his mouth twisted in a hard line. Yes, he had shut the Demon away, but not in time to save his father. Now, almost three months had passed since the Elven Kings death, far away from Ellesmere Island, in the land of the Dwarves; but every heart-wrenching detail of the Battle of Dundurum was burned into Elesters mind for all time. Night after night, the images replayed in his sleep like an endless horror film.

In his dreams, Elester saw the child, Miranda, cringing in terror as the huge black form of Hate, the Demon, advanced down the rubble-strewn street in the Dwarf town of DunNaith. The girl was a mere speck next to the towering creature, and the Princes heart still ached for her, for the horrible things she had seenthings that no one, adult or child, should ever see. The dreams always ended on the same painful imageNairn, the Druid, cradling the King of the Elves in his arms as the aged monarch lay dying.

For a split second, Elester wondered if he would ever be tempted to release the Demon if such action would bring his father back. Angrily, he brushed the thought away. Much as he ached to hear his fathers voice, to reach out and touch him one final time, he knew the answer: never!

Abruptly, the Prince of Ellesmere turned his thoughts to the immediate danger. He was not alone in the dark chamber and if it were not the Demon waiting motionless near the other side of the bed, then who? He sniffed, but the vile odour was gone as suddenly as it had come. Gone also was the evil he had sensed when he sent his body spinning off the bed. Was it possible that he had imagined the whole thing?

Prince

Elester started at the sudden sound, at the same time recognizing the speaker. Breathing deeply, he rose to his full height and let his limbs relax. He moved easily across the room despite the dark, and pressed his hand against a round medallion on the wall to the right of the bed. From one of four wrought-iron sconces adorning the walls, soft golden light instantly illuminated the room, driving away the shadows and revealing the tall man waiting at the foot of the bed.

Surprised, Elester stared at the eldest member of the Erudicia, the Kings Advisers, and his late fathers closest friend. Mathus? The question hung in the air as Elester moved quickly to stand in front of the other man. His eyes scanning the corners of the room belied his relaxed manner. What are you doing here? I could have hurt you.

For an instant, a look of suspicion or confusion crossed the old mans face. Young fellow, I would not be here if you had not called out to me, he said, his green Elven eyes fixed unwaveringly on the Prince. I sensed a great danger here.

As their eyes met, Elester staggered back and would have fallen if the older man had not grasped his arm. Blinking, he steadied himself and grabbed Mathuss shoulders, holding him at arms length while peering into his eyes. Nothing. The Prince shivered. For a split second, as their eyes had met, he could have sworn that the features of the most trusted senior Adviser had blurred and shifted into a black hole with flaming red eyes and a gaping mouth showing bared fangs like spikes.

Mathus was old, but strong. He gripped Elesters wrists, breaking the steel hold on his shoulders. Then he gently released the Princes hands, took a step back, and frowned at the younger man. What is the matter with you, Elester? You act as though I am a stranger.

I thought Then Elester shrugged, shook his head as if to clear away the mist, and forced himself to laugh. To his ears, it sounded forced. Just my dreams, Mathus. You surprised me. And, I did not call you. He glanced toward the door and noticed that it was firmly locked. How did you get in?

Mathus cocked his head toward the double doors that opened onto the grassy terrace. Sure enough, Elester saw that one of the doors stood partly open.

What were you doing wandering about at this hour, anyway? asked the Prince, sitting on the edge of his bed and running his strong hands through his golden hair.

They say the older you get, the less sleep you need, answered the old man, drawing a chair closer to the bed and sitting back. 1 could not sleep. I thought a stroll in the gardens might help me relax. The past few months have been

Yes, I know, interrupted the Prince. It has not been an easy time.

Both men sat in silence for several minutes. Then Mathus rose, slid the chair back against the wall, and moved to the terrace door. I miss my friend, you know. Sometimes, like tonight, I swear I hear him call my name. He sighed heavily. Yes, yes, I know it is impossible, but that is why I came here, thinking you were in danger.

Elester rose and put his arm about Mathuss shoulder. And I miss my father, he said, softly.

Do you think the dead have a voice? asked Mathus. Oh, I know I sound like a child asking its first questions about life and death, but his voiceElester, it seems so terribly real.

Elester smiled sadly. I think it is we who do not want to sever our links with those who are gone.

He guided the older man toward the terrace doors, his heart heavy. Outside in the warm summer night, he gave the mans shoulder a gentle pat. Try to get some rest, Mathus. It is not my father who calls you. His voice is silent.

Elester stared after the old man until he disappeared into the shadows. Wide awake now, he walked to the end of the terrace and lifted his head toward the winking stars. A meteor shot across the skya living fireball blotting out the stars in its fiery wake. But the young Prince saw neither the stars nor the meteor. His hand resting on one of the columns that supported the overhanging roof appeared steady, but he felt it tremble as he saw, again, the Elders solemn face metamorphose into a fanged horror whose red eyes burned like ice.

It is just jitters, he said aloud, but the words did nothing to quell the feeling of dread that visited him like an unwanted guest. His Crowning was less than two months away. Laury, Captain of the Kings Riders, and two hundred troops had left for the Druids Close. Their orders were to accompany the Elven Crown on its journey from its heavily-warded nether vault to Bethany, capital of Ellesmere Island. Elester had never seen the actual Crown, and he would not be permitted to set eyes on it until seconds before he took it in his hands and placed it on his head. But he had seen pictures and paintings and had heard about it all of his life.

The Golden Crown had come to this world from Empyrean with the first Elves over a hundred million years ago. Some claimed that it was a great magic, and as old as time. Elester accepted those claims with a grain of salt. But it was old, and it was magnificenta series of interwoven golden circles, decorated with broad gold oak leaves studded with emeralds the size of large coins. In all of the pictures and paintings the magnificent Cap, as it was known, glowed with an eerie light, almost as if it were a thing fashioned out of fire.

Stifling a yawn, Elester turned toward the open terrace door. Perhaps sleep would come after all. He was glad that the Druid, Nairn, would return with Laury and the Riders. It would be good to see his old friend again. But in the meantime, hed have someone check the underground chamber where his father slept the long sleep. Not that he believed the dead King was calling Mathus, but because something was keeping the Elder awake at night and he meant to know what it was.





CHAPTER TWO
THE CAP

Naim, one of the Five Druids, rode in silence beside the Captain of the Riders. He absentmindedly stroked Avatars mane and the big red roan stallion showed his appreciation by whickering softly. The Druid was in good spirits. They were five days out of the Druids Close. If they continued making good time, theyd reach the Elven Kingdom before another week had passed.

It was a gorgeous summer morning. The cloudless sky was a deep iris blue, and even at this early hour, the sun shone brightly on the travellers, warming their bodies and their hearts. Naim grinned. For once, he had embarked on a pleasant mission. He was on his way to Ellesmere Island to attend the Crowning of his good friend, Elester.

In an iron box, on a wagon pulled by two grey Elven horses and flanked by the Riders, sat the Golden Crown of Ellesmere. During the time of the First Druid, the Demon and her vast army of half-dead creatures came out of the Dark Lands and poured across the earth like a pestilence. Believing themselves immune from evil, the Elves went about their business with hardly a thought for events that were happening off their island kingdom. They ignored the Demonuntil she crossed the borders of Dundurum, land of the Dwarves, and turned her dark thoughts toward Ellesmere.

Only then did the Elves act. They allied with the Dwarves and prepared for war against Hates army of evil. The Cap, as the Elves called their Crown, was moved to the Druids Close and placed in a specially crafted vault. The vault was sealed and transported to a netherworld, beyond the reach of other beings dead or alive. As an extra precaution, the Druids used their combined powers to set wards about the vault. Then, late at night, they did one final thing.

This was only the second time in Nairns long life that the Cap had made this journey. The last event was the Crowning of Elesters father, Ruthar. But death had claimed the old King and now his son would wear the Cap.

The Druid turned to the Captain of the Riders. I, for one, will be relieved when this Crowning business is over and done.

My sentiments, exactly, grinned Captain Laury. But the time is passing quickly and before we know it, the Day will arrive. The Prince will make a fine King.

I agree, said the Druid. But I do not approve of this practice of waiting six months after the death of the King to crown the new one. Laury, the world is changing. Half a year is too long for a country to be without a leader.

There are many who feel as you do, said Laury. But you know Elves. We do not take change lightly.

Sometimes change is for the better, said Naim.

The Captain looked at the old Druid and chuckled. I heard that you haderwords with the Elders about that matter.

Humph! grunted Naim. I might as well have spoken to Avatar, he said, running his hand along the horses silky neck. At least he listens. And I suspect he is also more intelligent. Avatar snorted loudly, causing both men to laugh.

I take it the Elders said no?

Correct, snapped Naim, still irked at the Erudicia for telling him, politely but firmly, to mind his own business.

Do not let it worry you, said Laury. The Prince may not wear the Crown, but he is undoubtedly our leader.

Naim nodded. I suppose you are right, my friend, but I have not rested easy since we found the Demons serpent on Ellesmere Island. That was the first time evil found its way onto the Island.

Now it was Laurys turn to nod, thoughtfully. He wondered how he could have forgotten about the snake incident. It had happened in Bethany, shortly after the Battle of Dundurum. He saw it clearly now, as if the image were etched on his brain. They were in the park, outside the Council Hall, exchanging farewells with the girl, Miranda, and the boy, Nicholas, and the others. Suddenly, a small dog, belonging to one of the children, caught a serpent and chased the screaming girls, before finally dropping the limp reptile on the grass.

The snake was never found, Laury.

That is true, admitted the Captain.

Ahead, one of the Riders, a young man named Aaron, suddenly glanced over his shoulder and pulled his mount to a standstill. He pointed back, toward the northeastern sky. Captain, we should make for the trees. I see bad weather coming.

Naim wheeled Avatar in the direction the young Rider was pointing. He stared, stone-faced, at the black cloud spreading like a bruise in the sky, and his body turned cold with shock. He knew instinctively what was coming at them. That is not a storm, he said, almost to himself.

They came out of the Dark Lands like death on the windhuge winged creatures dragging their hideous shapes across the sky, their pitiless blood-red eyes locked on the human convoy in the distance. The flapping of a thousand pairs of webbed wings created a roar like thunder. The ground beneath the horses hoofs shook, the trees shuddered, and the proud Elven greys stomped nervously.

They were Werecurs. The Demons hunters.

They had come to her over the yearshumans whose inhuman acts had contaminated them. They came to her willingly, like thirsty men to water, seeking the greatness they craved as their due. And the Demon took them and ruined them, tearing out their minds and stripping away the last shreds of their humanity. She drained their bodies and transfused them with her own black blood. And then, she remade them.

First, she stretched their hands and feet, and fused long, curved talons onto the tips of their fingers and toes. Then, she twisted their faces into blunt muzzles for biting, broke their jaws, ripping out their useless human teeth and filling their mouths with inch-long sharp pointed fangs. Using their own skin, she fashioned bat-like wings and grafted them to the Werecurs arms and sides. Finally, she plucked out their eyes and filled the empty sockets with fire. When the screaming finally stopped, the Demon stepped back and gazed upon her creations, hissing with pleasure at her blood hunters.

And they were hunting now.

Like the professional soldiers they were, the Riders did not show fear, but Nairn knew they were afraid of the giant black cloud. They are right to be afraid, he thought.

RIDE! he shouted, urging Avatar into a gallop and heading toward the trees.

The Riders didnt hesitate. Shouting encouragement to their mounts, they chased Avatar as if their lives depended on it.

What is it? yelled Laury.

Not it, answered the Druid. Werecurs.

That does not tell me what I have to fight, countered Laury, dryly.

The Druids mouth thinned as he grinned bitterly. The Demons hunters are flesh and bone, he said. And, yes, they can be killed. But there are not enough of us to fight them, my friend. He peered over his shoulder at the advancing darkness. No, this is a time for running and hiding. They cannot fly or move easily in the forest.

Where did they come from? What do they want? asked Laury, his gray Elven horse keeping pace with the Druids red roan.

Out of the Dark, answered the Druid, curtly. They want the Crown, and they are hungry.

How can this happen? said Laury, glancing sharply at the Druid. The Demon is gone. How can these flying creatures act on their own initiative?

Hate may be shut away, but she has ways of communicating with her minions. The Druid shook his head. Because I did not see them at Dundurum, I never thought of the Werecurs, much less considered them a threat. That was a big mistake.

The first Riders barely made it into the trees before the creatures plunged from the sky. Looking about, Laury was relieved to see that most of his company had already entered the forest. Then he looked back and his heart raced faster when he saw that the wagon and the twelve Riders guarding it were still out there. Abruptly, he tugged on the reins and the horse wheeled about, reared once, and galloped to intercept the wagon carrying the Empyrean Crown.

One look and the Druid, too, knew that the driver of the wagon and the Riders were in trouble. He reached for the long wooden staff tied loosely to the saddle along Avatars right flank. Raising it over his head, he spun the great horse about and charged toward the wagon and the doomed band of Elven Riders.

The Werecurs hit the ground hard. Ear-piercing screams and discordant squawks shattered the summer air like an explosion. They resembled a great swelling sea as they covered the ground, staggering and stumbling about to steady themselves. And then, as one unit, they surged toward the wagon and the prize they coveted.

As Avatar bolted past the wagon and the grim-faced guards, Naim shouted. Keep moving! Do not stop! Then he slowed, leaped from Avatars back, and faced the winged army. GO! he roared in a horrible voice, pointing the staff back the way the creatures had come. GO BACK TO THE DARKNESS!

The sea of Werecurs faltered and then came to a dead stop. Instantly, an eerie silence settled over the plain. The creatures stared, uncertainly, at the lone man separating them from prey and prize. They sensed that he was different from the others. There was something about him that made them flinch in fear. He was dangerous. Some of them were about to die. But it took the creatures only a few seconds to do the math. There were a thousand of them and only one of him. He might kill some, but he couldnt get all of them before they reached him. Screeching in hatred, the Werecurs charged. At the same time, several dozen flapped their grotesque winged limbs, took to the air, and made a beeline for the wagon.

The Riders watching from the edge of the forest held their breaths and shook their heads. The Druids magic was powerful, but he looked like a feather trying to stop an avalanche. Soon he would drown in the black tide sweeping toward him.

Naim gripped the wooden staff in both hands and plunged it deep into the ground. For a second, nothing happened. And then, a white spark ignited in the earth and burst into a line of flame the length of the staff. Like an electric current, it spread rapidly out from the staff and along the ground in both directions, forming a nine-foot-high wall of white fire. The creatures fell back, shrieking with rage and snapping their gross wings in frustration. But many of them, thinking they could penetrate the wall without incurring serious injuries, flew at it, and burst into flames that reduced them to pale ashes in a heartbeat.

That will hold them back for a minute, thought the Druid, wrenching the staff out of the ground and heaving himself into the saddle. Then he looked for the wagon. He saw that the driver would never reach the safety of the trees before the airborne Werecurs caught up to him.

The first creature landed heavily in front of the wagon, clawed hands raised to slash the horses to ribbons. But the pair of grays galloped straight at the menacing shape without shying. Too late, the Werecur spread its webbed arms, and then the horses were on it, knocking it back and under their pounding hoofs. The thing was already dead when the wagon wheels bumped over its broken body.

Four winged hunters dropped onto the back of the wagon and grasped the handles of the heavy iron box. Laury urged his horse alongside and slashed at the creatures with his sword, striking one in the gut. The mortally wounded Werecur stared in surprise at the thick black blood pouring from the deep gash before stumbling sideways and tumbling off the wagon. Aaron, the Rider who had mistaken the creatures for a storm, leaped off his mount onto the wagon, but another Werecur swooped from above, and before the young man even knew it was there, it drove its sharp claws through his back, piercing his heart. Death came instantly. Screaming triumphantly, the foul creature clutched its victim in its claws and lifted into the sky.

NO! yelled Laury, recalling the Druids words about the hunters purpose. Do not let it get away! Leaving the other Riders to combat the Werecurs in the wagon, he pursued the creature that had killed one of his men. Those Riders who were expert archers sheathed their swords and pulled bows from their saddles, unleashing a hail of arrows into the sky. One after another, arrows thwacked into the creature until it resembled a flying pincushion, but still it remained aloft.

The Druid also saw the Werecur take to the sky clutching the dead Rider in its terrible claws. He pointed the staff at the winged carrion. Less than a second later, a white ball of flaming liquid shot at the evil thing, burning a hole through its body. Hates hunter dropped the lifeless Rider and uttered a long wailing cry as it plummeted to earth, smoke trailing from its ruined body.

Suddenly the ground shook. The Druid spun Avatar about in time to see the great flock of Werecurs lift awkwardly into the sky and streak toward the east, back the way they had come. He watched until he was satisfied that they were gone. His blue-black eyes remained locked on the box containing the Elven Crown until it became one with the black blur in the sky. Then, he went and gathered the fallen Rider in his arms and, with Avatar following, carried his sad burden toward the solemn company waiting silently near the edge of the forest. He felt a scalding anger rise up inside him as the Elves lowered their comrade onto the dry soil and examined him for signs of life. He watched in silence as they prepared a bed of dry twigs and wood, laid the body on the pyre, and set it ablaze, but his thoughts spoke volumes.

Even though she was imprisoned in the Place with No Name, the Demon still managed to reach out and bring ruin and chaos upon this world, plucking the life from those she hated. The Druid ran his hand over his eyes. He was weary of the never-ending fight, of sleepless nights, and a lifetime filled with horror and sadness. Yes, he was wearysick to death of bloodshed and the wide, unblinking stares of all the dead, who visited his sleep, and seemed to find him wanting. He gave himself a mental shake to clear his head. He was a Druid, committed to the battle until he took his last breath. His duty was to face evil, to know it, but never, never to let his dark knowledge lead him into darkness or subvert him.

They took the Cap, said Laury, coming up beside him, his face a mask of mingled anger and grief. We must get it back.

The Druids weariness passed. He grasped the Captains shoulder. No, my friend. You cannot follow where they are going. Only one man ever made it into the Dark Lands and back. He turned his eyes to the black cloud of Werecurs growing smaller and smaller until it was a thin black line on the horizon. Then he turned back to Laury. We must bring this news to Bethany, and I must find a way into that evil place and take back the Cap.





CHAPTER THREE
DREAM WALKING

The man appeared out of the night, as if he had materialized out of thin air. Even though Miranda Darte had been watching for him, waiting, hidden among the thick stand of oleander trees flanking the pathway, his sudden appearance startled her. She inhaled deeply and held it, forcing herself to be still, to be one with the trees. As he drew abreast of her, the man froze. Miranda couldnt take her eyes off the dark, motionless form silhouetted against the pale moonlight, but fear numbed her brain and turned her limbs to jelly. He was so close she could reach out and touch him.

The man remained dead still for a long count of ten, staring straight ahead at the pathway, his head tilted slightly to one side, listening intently. Miranda aped him, but the only sound she heard was the loud thumping of her heart. Surely he could hear it, too. As if he read her thoughts, the mans head whipped to the right, directly toward the place where Miranda stood with her back pressing hard against a cluster of slender tree trunks. He leaned forward, his neck stretching as he peered into the trees.

Please dont let him see me, Miranda begged silently, fighting the panic growing inside her. She desperately needed to breathe, but she had held her breath for so long that she knew the air whooshing out of her throat would be loud enough to wake the dead.

When the man reached out to part the branches, Miranda knew she had only a few seconds left before death came swiftly and terribly. Realizing it was futile, she brought her hand up to her neck, careful not to cause the branches to tremble. Her hand found and closed over the small metallic pouch dangling from a thin silver chain. Trembling uncontrollably, she opened the pouch and poured its contents into her cupped hand. Six smooth oval stones nestled in her palm, thin veins of red visible in their dull greenish glow. Quickly, she made a fist over the stones, closed her eyes, and let her thoughts flow into the cool gems.

The Bloodstones had belonged to her father, who had died before she was born, but they were hers now. King Ruthar gave them to her when she first visited the Elven capital. Miranda knew they were potent magic, but she was still a novice in their use. She figured it would take her many lifetimes to understand their awesome powers. So far, all she knew was that each of the first five stones corresponded to one of the senses. Nobody seemed to know what the sixth stone was for, but Miranda believed it had something to do with knowing. Not just knowing about things, but a very particular thingevil. And, while she couldnt yet tell which stone was which, the knowing stone terrified her half to death.

Now, she felt the familiar tugging sensation as her thoughts were drawn into their buttery smoothness. The first time she experienced the feeling, it had made her sick. Even now, she didnt like the idea of giving up control over her thoughts and actions, sharing her innermost fears with six green pebbles that she hadnt begun to understand.

Abruptly, she found herself on the pathway, peering through the parted branches at the spot where she had been hiding only a second ago. At first, she was totally disoriented, unable to take in what had happened. Then, with a shock that washed over her like a plunge into an icy lake, she realized that she was seeing things through the mans eyes. Somehow she was inside his head, peering at the exact spot where she was still hiding. She also knew that, any moment now, shed be seeing her own deathly pale face, and staring into a pair of green eyes opened wide in terror.

But, as the man looked deeper into the trees, she saw nothing through his eyes but the shadows of the branches playing in the brighter patches of moonlight on the forest floor. What am I doing here? she wondered. Who is this man? Why am I following him? He was not one of the Demons evil creatures. She was certain of that, but she sensed that he was deeply troubled. No, he was more than troubled. He was deathly afraid. She heard someone calling his name over and over in his mind. Mathus! She knew that name. She had met all twelve members of the Erudicia the only time she had visited Bethany. Mathus was the Senior Adviser. Why was he afraid of the voice in his mind? She thought of trying to read the fellows thoughts, but she figured she needed a bit more practice before she attempted to wring that sort of power from the Bloodstones.

Suddenly the branches slapped back into place. The man uttered a long sigh. It was a sad, defeated sound, as if he had suddenly decided to surrender to the enemy. Then he moved away. Miranda found herself among the trees again ready to sob with relief. Why was she frightened? She shouldnt fear Mathus, but she did. Why? Why? She took a minute to slow her pounding heart and ease the ache in her chest. Then she set out after him. Remembering that Elves have keen hearing, she moved parallel to the path, keeping well back and slipping through the trees as quietly as a star slipping across the night sky.

Hunter and hunted moved swiftly. Miranda had no idea of the time, but the stiffness in her legs told her that hours had passed. When Mathus finally stopped before a sturdy door built into a recess at the base of a cliff, Mirandas breathing was ragged.

The man called Mathus looked about furtively before reaching inside his cloak and producing a large key. Miranda inched steadily toward him as he inserted the key into a massive lock and turned it. The solid door clicked open. For some reason, the sight of the key surprised Miranda. She had expected the entry to be warded by spells or another form of Elven magic. What if he locked the door behind him? How was she going to get inside then?

She neednt have worried, because the man removed the key, put it in an inner pocket, and pushed on the door. It glided open slowly, without a sound, and the man disappeared into the darkness. The door swung shut with a faint metallic click.

Miranda sprinted across the grass until she stood in front of the heavy door. Pressing her ear to the damp surface, she listened. But no sound penetrated the thick barrier. She pushed on the door, and a mixture of fear and relief washed over her as it slowly swung open. Quickly, she crossed the threshold, one hand holding the door ajar to admit the feeble moonlight while her eyes adjusted to the blackness.

The room wasnt as dark as it had appeared. Off to her left, a pale, yellowish glow filtered through the cracks between a smaller door and the stone wall. Then, the faint sound of the main door closing at her back sent her spinning around, a startled gasp escaping from her throat. Realizing that she had taken her hand off the door, she forced herself to breathe softly. Then she froze and counted slowly to ten, listening for the slightest reaction to her utterance. Satisfied that the noise hadnt betrayed her presence, she gazed about at her surroundings.

She was in a small, windowless room that had been carved out of the cliff. A strong smell of mildew permeated the dankness, and Mirandas lips curled in disgust. Except for a spindly three-legged stand against the wall next to the door, the room was empty. Miranda crossed the floor in six strides and paused to examine the smaller door. She squinted through the wide cracks. The light coming from somewhere on the other side of the door was too dim for her to see anything clearly, if there was anything to see. But she heard sounds, which seemed to be echoes resounding from a great distance. Then she straightened and pulled the door open.

Beyond, there was no landing, just a flight of descending steps. Miranda started down, hurrying now to catch up with the man. She moved soundlessly, her running shoes gripping the stone. The wide steps spiralled like a screwworm through the rock, deeper and deeper below ground. She didnt know what might be waiting in the frozen silence down there, but the bristling hairs on her neck warned her to be wary.

The descent went on and on. Miranda followed the steady, soft slap of the mans footsteps on the stone. Because the stairs wound downward in a spiral, she couldnt see beyond six or seven steps. Afraid of coming behind Mathus too quickly, she slowed her pace. A sudden shiver told her that the air had been getting colder with each downward step. She crossed her arms and stuck her hands under her armpits to thaw the chill.

Despite the hour, she was wide awake. The cold made her tense and as alert as if she had drunk a vat of coffee. She tilted her head to one side, held her breath and listened, her ears straining. She no longer heard the sound of the mans feet slapping on the steps below. Spurred on by a feeling of dread, she braced herself against the cold and ran lightly down the stairs. Her breath, erupting from her throat in fierce white gusts, clung to her cheeks like ice powder.

The stairs ended abruptly. Ahead, a long passage stretched to an arched opening. There was no sign of Mathus. Keeping close to the wall, Miranda raced to the end of the passage, not stopping until she stood under the arch, before another door. He had to have come this way, she thought, looking about. There was no other way. Cautiously, she opened the door a crack and peered through the opening. It was a large room. Moving cautiously, Miranda edged through the door and slipped behind an immense square pillar.

It was colder than death in the huge, underground chamber. Miranda shivered, folding her arms across her chest, her eyes searching the shadows for Mathus. It was so dark she almost missed him, but he moved suddenly and her eyes caught the movement. He stood before a long table against the wall at the far end of the room, his back to Miranda.

She squinted, trying to see past him at whatever held his attention on the table. She had to get closer. There were three pillars between her and Mathus, all identical to the one she was hiding behind now. She crept slowly toward the table, pausing when she safely reached each pillar. Only when she made it to the last one undetected did she dare peer ahead. The light was better here. She saw that the table was really a thick marble slab resting on a solid stone base, like an altar. But it was the motionless mound on the slab that froze her blood. It was the body of King Ruthar, preserved here in this frigid subterranean room.

A dozen thoughts formed in Mirandas mind. Was this how the Elves buried their dead? Did they keep them here, under the city, preserved on cold stone, for all time? She shuddered at the thought. And where was the cold coming from? Wasnt the temperature supposed to rise as you went deeper into the earth? Was there such a thing as an underground glacier?

Mathus lowered his head and reached for the Kings hand, holding it between his as if to warm the cold flesh. Miranda watched, wide-eyed, as he raised the stiff limb to his lips and kissed the emerald stone in the ring on the corpses middle finger. Still holding the Kings hand, he turned away and Miranda saw tears glistening like diamonds on his cheek.

She wondered again why she was here. Why was she following this man, who had obviously cared deeply for King Ruthar, and who now shed tears at the loss of his friend? Then a thought struck her. Maybe she wasnt following him. Maybe she was here to protect him. She was so lost in questioning the reason for her actions that she didnt notice the sudden rise of the dead kings chest or the twitch in the eyelids. It was the heat that jolted her back to realityheat like a furnace door opening. And it was coming from the body on the marble slab.

The shock of it was like a kick in the ribs. Miranda couldnt move, couldnt breathe. She could only stare in horror, her face bleached as white as old bones, as the body of King Ruthar struggled to rise. The dead man stared at Mathus and opened his mouth as if to speak. But, instead of words, Miranda saw a forked tongue dart from the black hole. Mathuss shoulders tensed, momentarily, and then sagged in defeat. He already knew that he was going to die. Too late, he tried to release the Kings hand. It was the King who finally jerked his limb from the others grasp, but not before pressing a round black object into Mathuss hand.

For a heartbeat, the old mans eyes moved from the Kings leering face to the bauble gleaming in his open palm. Then, the black object burst and the screaming started. But Miranda didnt know whether the screams were coming from her or from Mathus.





CHAPTER FOUR
MIDNIGHT CHAT ROOM

Something cold touched her shoulder.

Instantly, Mirandas body went ramrod stiff. Her hands, which were pressed tightly over her ears to shut out the blood-curdling screams, formed fists that flew at her attacker as if they were acting on their own. Her eyes were so huge with terror they threatened to pop out of her head.

Ahhh!

Miranda! The sharp voice drove away the mans dying screams.

Miranda knew that voice, although now it rang with an unfamiliar urgency. She blinked rapidly as her world came into focus, and almost giggled with relief to find herself sitting bolt upright in her own bed, in her own room, in the cozy little house near the Rideau River in Ottawa, where she lived with her mother.

The older woman was leaning over her, concern furrowing her brow and clouding her usually bright green eyes. She perched on the edge of the bed and brushed her hand along the girls pale, frozen cheek. Are you OK now?

Miranda nodded, still half-asleep, still a bit fearful that the dream was the reality and this comforting homey scene had been thrown in to weaken her defences.

I thought you were being murdered, said Dr. Darte, keeping her voice low and her tone light. After a second, she added, almost as an afterthought. I didnt know you were still having those dreams.

Im not, said Miranda, squeezing her eyes shut.

Then?

Shhh! interrupted Miranda, impatiently. Be quiet!

Dr. Darte stood and moved to the window. Sighing softly, she parted the drapes and raised her eyes toward the sky, but the light from the room blotted out the stars. Her hands dropped to her side and she sighed again, feeling as if she were being drawn into a recurring, living nightmareone from which there was no waking.

She remembered when the dreams had started. Was it only three months ago? Night after night, a Demon with claws like steel icicles and blood the colour of oil dripping from her long tongue invaded Mirandas sleep. Dr. Darte had never felt so helpless, watching dark circles form under her daughters eyes and remain there like permanent bruises. Her heart ached to think that the nightmares had returned.

In March, Mirandas dreams foreshadowed a vicious attack on the Darte home by creatures straight out of the worst nightmare imaginable. Hate, a Demon from another, older world, escaped from the prison where she had been shut away for a thousand years. She and her cold-blooded assassins, the monstrous Thugs, along with other half-dead creatures, sped to Ottawa to find Miranda and kill her.

Dr. Darte shivered, reliving that chilling experience. She heard again the harsh, urgent voice of the Druid known as Nairn who came like a blast of winter air and sent her fleeing from her home and daughter in the middle of the night. Leave the girl! he had ordered. Go now, or she will surely die!

If it had been anyone else, she wouldnt have listenedwould
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