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			INTRODUCTION

			
				Dear reader,

				The series that eventually became The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel grew out of my fascination with folklore, myth, and legend.

				I grew up in Ireland, a country with a wonderfully rich mythology and a folklore that is still vibrant and alive. Because Ireland was never invaded by the Greeks or the Romans, its stories, carried down by oral tradition, remained more or less untouched for centuries. I spent many years traveling, researching, collecting, and writing stories set in the world of Irish folklore before moving to European and then eventually world myth, discovering connections, parallels, and similar stories in just about every culture.

				Over years an idea formed: to create a series that would tie together elements drawn from the myths, legends, and history from around the world. In time, that became The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel. I started with a simple rule: every nonhuman character in the book and all the creatures and monsters had to be drawn from myth and legend, while all the humans were taken from history. And yes, Nicholas and Perenelle Flamel were real; there are streets named in their honor in Paris, and you can visit one of their homes, the Auberge Nicolas Flamel, on the rue de Montmorency. The only two characters in the series that I invented are the twins, Sophie and Josh Newman, but even then I was drawing from a mythological well: every country has stories about legendary twins.

				
				I spent a decade gathering materials and plotting the books and half that time again writing them. When I completed The Enchantress, the last book, I believed I was done with that series. However, Mr. Flamel and that vast cast of characters were not quite done with me.

				The events in the six-book Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel series take place over two weeks, but they exist as part of a vast mythological landscape stretching back thousands of years and around the globe. Characters in the books refer to events that happened in the past, or talk about previous adventures. There is a network of connections and relationships that fascinated the readers.

				The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel series was published in dozens of countries and scores of languages. When the emails and letters (proper letters with stamps) started to arrive, they almost always included questions: When are you going to write about…? What happened to…? Will we see more of…? When is the next book?

				It soon became clear that many readers were asking the same questions, or asking me to tell certain tales. Foremost, of course, was the story of how the Flamels acquired the Codex, the book that drives the series. Certain characters have their own fan clubs. Everyone loves Scathach—without a doubt she is the most popular character in the entire series, second only to Virginia Dare and John Dee.

				
				So I returned to the world of The Alchemyst and began to fill in a few of the blanks. The first order of business was to reread the series, and out of that rereading came the inspiration for dozens of ideas for stories.

				Some of the stories in this collection are referenced in the books, others will be new, but they all slot into that vast web of stories. They all take place before the events in the series that begins with The Alchemyst.

				Michael Scott
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			I am Marethyu.

			And I am Death.

			I am called the Destroyer of Worlds.

			I have had other names—many other names—and once, when I was still fully human, I was known by a humani name. But that was a long time ago, and no one has called me by that name in millennia.

			Look at me now, and it would be hard to put an age on me. My age is no longer measured in decades or even centuries. I have lost count of the number of years I have moved across this earth and through the adjacent Shadowrealms. I have traveled to places where time does not exist or flows according to different rules. In some myths, I am known as the Ancient of Days.

			Eons ago, I made a bargain with a monster who had once been beautiful. He gifted me with the ability to move at will along the time streams, though perhaps it is not so much a gift as a curse. But it allowed me to see what was, what is, and what might be. I realized that the future was never fixed; it was constantly in flux, fashioned and shaped by events in the present. I discovered that a single action could change the future of the world.

			
			I have seen things that were never meant for human eyes. I have traveled far into the future, to that time when the sun has grown huge and red and the creatures that walk the earth, though descended from man, are unrecognizable. I have followed the time streams back into the past, to the Time Before Time, when the rulers of the glittering empires which stretched across the globe were serpentine and monstrous and the humani little more than food and slaves to them. I have gone beyond this world and walked the Shadowrealms, those places of myth created by creatures of legend. Every Shadowrealm is different, each one unique, all of them wondrous and terrifying, and while some are paradises, far too many are deadly. And I should know, for I have created my own Shadowrealms, and destroyed them also when I grew bored of them.

			And I fought the creatures in the shadows.

			The ancient rulers of the earth had been defeated but not destroyed. They lurked in the dark places, and plotted. And because they were ageless, they conceived plans that took generations to come to fruition.

			In time I came to understand that my role was to not only protect the humani from these creatures that threatened their very existence, but also to record the stories of those who stood with the humani against the Earthlords, Ancients, Archons, and Dark Elders. Some of their names and adventures have passed into the myths and legends of every nation. Too many of the stories, however, have been forgotten. Now the humani believe that the Isle of Danu Talis, which they call Atlantis, never existed; they believe that the Great Flood, which swept across the world ten thousand and more years ago, never happened and that there were never giants on the earth and thunderbirds in the skies.

			
			But at the heart of every legend, there is a grain of truth.

			Traveling through time allowed me to see that history is made and remade in the tiniest of moments, in the most obscure places. And it is true that I sometimes nudged events in certain directions. I ensured that Nicholas and Perenelle Flamel received the Codex at the correct time, that Machiavelli would encounter Eugene Vidocq in Paris during the Terror, and that Sophie and Josh would be in San Francisco that fateful summer to discover the truth about the bookseller and his wife.

			I learned to place trusted agents on significant Shadowrealms in the hope—the belief—that their very presence would alter the history not only of that realm, but of all the worlds attached to it.

			Two of my most trusted agents were the Shadow Twins: Aoife and Scathach. I could fill volumes with their adventures down through time and across the uncountable Shadowrealms. Their names are woven into the legends of a hundred worlds; they are worshiped as goddesses on a dozen more, considered to be the incarnations of destruction on twice as many. Inseparable from birth, they fell out over a boy, and they spent centuries loathing one another. I did my best to ensure that they were never in the same world at the same time, so I would send them off into distant Shadowrealms in search of clues to the lost past and artifacts from our forgotten history. Though they were separate for many years, they were twins, linked by that most mysterious of bonds, one which I knew all too well. I always knew that they were destined to be drawn back together.

			
			From the Codex

			The Journal of Marethyu

			Translated by Nicholas Flamel, the Alchemyst

			On the Shadowrealm Isle of Tir na nOg

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			A flash of light in the gloomy forest below, a blink of silver in the shadows.

			It lasted less than a single heartbeat, vanishing in the same moment that the Airgead Sun dipped below the horizon, leaving only the Óir Sun low in the purpling skies.

			“Stop!” The slender young woman in the long waxed cloak, scuffed black leather jerkin and trousers raised a clenched fist as she reined in her tall spiral-horned mount.

			Behind her, a dozen huge-wheeled ox-drawn carts came to a lumbering, creaking halt. The long-horned oxen steamed and sweated in the chill air, too exhausted to bellow, and the drovers were experienced enough to remain still and quiet. Six mismatched mercenary guards fell into defensive positions, two on either side and two behind the last wagon, bows and crossbows ready.

			Standing in the stirrups, the woman pushed back the hood of a heavy wire-lined cloak, revealing short spiky red hair. Shading bright green eyes against the low light of the setting Óir Sun, she looked ahead and to her left, down into the deeply shadowed valley below the narrow trail.

			
			Moments ago, she’d caught a glimpse of something, but it had vanished as quickly as it appeared. It might have been a trick of the fading suns, the warm golden light of the Óir Sun catching a pool of water, a flock of birds, or weaving bats, but her instincts were telling her otherwise, and Aoife of the Shadows had long ago discovered that warriors who ignored their instincts had a very short life span. Though she looked no older than seventeen, Aoife’s age was measured in centuries, and she fully intended to live for at least a millennium.

			Sinking back into the saddle, eyes wide and unblinking, she slowly moved her head left and right, not looking at anything in particular, nostrils flaring, confident that if there was anything out of place, then her unconscious mind would spot it.

			“What is it?” Nels the wagon master demanded, interrupting her. The huge ox drover pushed his way through the steaming teams to stand alongside Aoife. He caught the horn jutting from the forehead of Aoife’s mount and held the beast’s head away from his face. The aonbheannach were beautiful but ill-tempered, with huge teeth capable of crushing a man’s arm. Even though Aoife was sitting on the tall slender animal, the wagon master’s bald and deeply scarred skull was almost on a level with hers.

			Aoife shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she said quietly, still looking. “I saw something in the valley.”

			“Where is it?”

			“Gone now.”

			
			“Probably nothing,” Nels grunted. “A reflection, maybe.” He tugged at the reins of the aonbheannach, urging it forward.

			Aoife clamped booted heels against the beast’s side; the creature straightened it legs and refused to move.

			Nels gave up. Though they were fine-boned and looked delicate and deer-like, the aonbheannach were as strong as his own oxen and only permitted female riders. The big man looked up at the Óir Sun and then back down the wagon train strung out along the narrow track behind them. “We need to move on. We’re leaving a trail even a blind snake could follow.”

			“Most snakes have terrible eyesight but an excellent sense of smell,” Aoife remarked, glancing sidelong at the wagon master.

			Nels exuded a sour sweat, which, mingling with the rich odor of oxen, enveloped him in an almost tangible miasma. Aoife suspected that there was Boggart or Torc blood in the stinking wagon leader; she had never seen a man so ugly, and it would certainly account for his perpetual ill-humor.

			“The light is fading, and I don’t want to be out on the mountains after dark.”

			“Afraid?” Aoife’s teeth were sharp white points against her pale, thin lips.

			“Yes,” Nels said quickly. “And so would you be if you knew what lived in the woods.”

			“I am Aoife of the Shadows,” she snapped. “I fear nothing.”

			
			“Not even your sister?” Nels said slyly, but the smile died on his lips as Aoife fixed icy green eyes on him. Color drained from her face, leaving the scattering of freckles across her cheeks and nose looking like spots of bright blood.

			“It would be a mistake to mention her name in my presence,” she hissed. Her hand fell to the hilt of the coiled metal whip fixed to her saddle.

			“I meant no disrespect,” Nels mumbled abruptly, realizing that he had overstepped.

			“Yes, you did. I will forgive you this time,” Aoife answered, “but not a second time. Do not test me. Do I make myself clear?”

			Nels stepped away quickly, then turned and stomped back down the wagon train, checking the oxen, grumbling at the drivers. He was experienced enough not to raise his voice: sound would carry far into the gathering night…and besides, Aoife might hear him. And though he’d never admit it, there was something about the red-haired girl that frightened him…even though he was convinced she was not the Aoife of the Shadows.

			He knew the legend of Aoife the Gateholder, of course. All of Tir Tairngaire knew the story of the red-haired, green-eyed warrior who’d stood alone at the ancient stone henge and fought the wriggling monsters who’d crawled through the opening. She’d defended that gate for three days and three nights, until the Sheking’s army finally arrived. And then, it was said, Aoife led the charge into the henge and carried the fight into the beasts’ lair. If she hadn’t held the gate, then the monsters would have overrun the island kingdom. Nothing would have survived.

			
			But that had been hundreds of years in the past, and Nels believed that this was just another red-haired green-eyed northern warrior who’d taken the legend’s name as her own. Though occasionally, like now, he was not so sure. Sometimes when she looked at him, he caught the same expression he’d seen in the eyes of ox drovers looking at their cattle: they were looking at dumb beasts needing protection. Watching her over the past few days, he’d come to the conclusion that she was not entirely humani. Maybe she was a half-breed and that was what was making him uneasy. She probably had Fir Dearg or Sidhe blood in her. But she was definitely not the Aoife of the Shadows.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			Aoife maneuvered the jet-black aonbheannach to the edge of the trail. Leaning forward, she rested her chin on the beast’s bony skull and peered between its upright pointed ears. The valley below was in shadow. There was a creeping chill on the back of her neck that she had come to know and respect. Staring into the gloom, she allowed her gaze to roam over the dense covering of trees, not looking for anything, simply waiting for something to impress itself on her consciousness. Instincts honed on a hundred Shadowrealms and across centuries were telling her that something was there, something old.

			There!

			Deliberately not turning her head, aware of the object at the very periphery of her vision, she waited. There was a flash of gold-washed silver, indistinct, fragmentary against the gathering gloom. Then it vanished, lost in a swirl of leaves as she heard something ponderous move on the forest floor. Aoife’s nostrils flared as she tried to work out what could be prowling through these dark northern forests at this time of year. The air was moist with growth and rot, but she thought it smelled like a Torc Madra, a werewolf, though they usually moved silently. It could be any of the Torc clans: bear, boar, forest lion, or elk. This world had more than its share of monsters. In the days following the destruction of Danu Talis, this Shadowrealm had been created by the Archon Cernunnos, a huge horned creature who had populated his world with all manner of beasts. It was said that he hunted them for sport and then took their heads for his trophy wall. Cernunnos did not distinguish between human or animal either.

			
			The crippled Dwarf known only as Bes rode out from the main body of the caravan, urging a shaggy mountain pony over the muddy path. It whinnied nervously as it drew near to the aonbheannach, breaking Aoife’s concentration.

			“What is it?” Bes asked, voice rasping and labored. Even though he was wrapped in a heavy oiled traveling cloak, the small man was shivering.

			Aoife ran her fingers through her hair. “I saw something in the valley.”

			“What did you see?” he asked.

			“A light where there should be none,” Aoife murmured.

			“Can you see it now?”

			“The light is gone. Something moved through the undergrowth.”

			“Dangerous?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure,” she answered. “My instincts are always to err on the side of caution.”

			“The veil between the worlds is thin within the Wildwoode,” Bes said very quietly. “Who knows what creatures have come through from other realms.” The Dwarf’s single coal-black eye fixed on Aoife, and in that moment, she guessed that he knew her true nature.

			
			Aoife had no idea who—or even what—Bes was; he had the copper skin and black eye of an easterner, his manners were elegant and refined, and yet his teeth were filed to points in the style of the cannibal Northsea islanders. She was aware that he spoke the Common Tongue with just the trace of an accent she’d never heard on this world before.

			Nels hurried over. “We need to move now. We’re losing the light,” he said. When he’d seen the Dwarf talking to the woman, he’d tried to creep closer, but both the Dwarf and the woman had deliberately turned to look at him and he stopped. “I’ll not delay here simply because this woman has a vague feeling…,” he began.

			Bes turned his head to face Nels squarely. He was missing his left eye, and the empty cavity was filled with a white marble etched with a swirling triple spiral. His bloodshot right eye fixed on Nels’s face. “I hired you to lead this wagon across the mountains,” he said, every word a rasping effort, “because you came highly recommended. Aoife I hired as guard because she was as highly regarded.”

			“I don’t know this woman,” Nels grumbled. “I heard Aoife—the real Aoife of the Shadows—was killed by a thunderbird in the Westlands. This is probably some army deserter who has taken her name. Who recommended her, anyway? Some rogue—”

			“The same rogue who recommended you,” Bes snapped. “Someone I respect, and someone who should not be insulted. Now remember who pays you. Get back to your wagon.”

			
			Nels glared at Aoife, who smiled slightly, exposing her pointed incisors. The big man turned away quickly and returned to the first wagon. He took his time checking the two lead oxen, running a calloused hand over the large wooden wheels. Only when he was sure that neither Bes nor Aoife could see him did he spit his disgust into the dirt.

			“Something down there troubles me,” Aoife said quietly, leaning forward on the pommel of her saddle. Unconsciously, her fingers traced a trio of scars that began just under her left eye and ran down to her jawline.

			Bes looked into the shadows. “I can see nothing,” he admitted, “but then again, my sight is not as it once was. However, I’ve lived this long because I’ve learned to trust the opinions of those I respect.”

			“I’ve done nothing to earn your respect,” Aoife said, glancing sidelong at him. “I have not worked for you before.”

			“Oh, I have heard of your exploits, Aoife of the Shadows,” Bes said softly. “And unlike our smelly friend, I know you to be the true Aoife. You are held in high esteem by those I respect…and that is good enough for me,” Bes added, lips moving in what might have passed for a smile.

			“Who recommended me for this job?” Aoife asked.

			“A woman who might not have been entirely human,” he said, a hint of sadness in his voice.

			“And you’ve met nonhumans before,” Aoife said, turning the question into a statement.

			
			“I was not always as you see me, half blind and neither as fast nor as sharp as I once was. In my youth I was considered handsome. And I had adventures that took me across this world…and others,” he added so quietly that she had to strain to hear him.

			Aoife nodded. “I suspected that you were not from this place.”

			“I was not born on this world, but it is home to me now.”

			“And this woman—the one who might not have been entirely human, who recommended me for this job—did she have a name?” Aoife asked.

			“I’ve heard her called a witch, but when I first encountered her, when we were both a lot younger, I knew her by the name Zephaniah.” He paused and added very softly, “No doubt you know her.”

			Aoife looked back into the valley but did not answer.

			“I will take your silence as a yes,” Bes said. “She was sometimes in the company of a man with one hand,” he added.

			Aoife nodded almost imperceptibly. “Zephaniah is my grandmother.”

			“And the hook-handed man?”

			“He has many names. Now he goes mostly by Marethyu.”

			“Death?”

			She nodded. “Death.”

			“Rather dramatic,” Bes murmured.

			“But also true. You might know him by other names; he has been called the Destroyer of Worlds.”

			“Ah.” The man nodded in recognition. “My people called him Inpu.” From beneath his cloak he produced a small amulet he wore on a leather cord around his neck. A beautifully ornate sickle, shaped from a single piece of amber. “I often wondered why the symbol for death was a curved blade. I always thought it symbolized cutting down or weeding.” He held the amber half circle up to the fading light. “I never thought it simply represented his hook.”

			
			“My grandmother,” Aoife said, “how did she look?”

			“Unchanged, unaged, beautiful. Exactly as I last saw her one hundred and more years ago.”

			Aoife caught the hint of emotion in his voice, and for an instant, there was the suggestion of moisture in his single eye.

			“I presume my grandmother asked you to hire me for a reason?”

			“She asked me to pass on a message to you,” the Dwarf answered. He sounded almost relieved that they had moved beyond painful memories. “She said the message came from Death himself.”

			“I wonder why he did not deliver it in person,” Aoife pressed.

			“I asked her. She said that an old threat has reappeared, and that he had gone in search of an army.”

			“Usually I—or my sister,” she added reluctantly, “are all the army he needs. What was his message?”

			“She said I was to tell you that your quest nears its end.”

			“That’s it?” she asked, trying and failing to keep the disappointment out of her voice. “Did she wonder how I was doing or ask after my health?”

			
			“She did not. But she was speaking to me through a scrying mirror,” he added quickly. “The connection was not good.”

			“She is obsessed with glass and mirrors,” Aoife muttered.

			“She made me repeat the five words and told me I was to deliver them to you when the time was right: your quest nears its end.”

			Aoife sighed and shook her head. “Your quest nears its end,” she repeated. “And how do you know that this is the right time?”

			“I suppose I could tell you that I am—obviously—not of the humani tribe and that my race have the Sight. But the truth is far more mundane: we’ve been on the road for four days and this is the first time you’ve halted the wagon train. Even when the leshy hunting party were following us two days ago, you simply rode off, took care of the problem, and returned without a word. Yet you did not stop the caravan. You did now, so I knew this must be significant.”

			“You know, I hate all this mystery nonsense!” Aoife snapped in frustration. “Why didn’t she just say ‘Give the message four days into the journey: your quest nears its end.’ ”

			“This means something to you?” Bes asked.

			“Perhaps if I knew what my quest was in the first place,” Aoife answered. “Two hundred years ago, Zephaniah sent me here on a mission for Marethyu. I was to assimilate into the local population and await further instructions.”

			“And there were no instructions?” he guessed.

			Aoife nodded. “Not a word. Worse: the leygate I used to come to this world dissolved into crumbled rocks the moment I stepped through. I’ve been unable to find my way off this world for the past two centuries.” She glanced quickly at Bes. “Do you know of any active leygates?”

			
			“A few,” he said cautiously. “Is that why I was asked to give you the message?” he wondered. “To get you to a leygate?”

			Aoife shook her head. “That would be too easy. No. I was sent here for a reason. I just don’t know what the reason is. Not yet, anyway.” She turned to look back down into the valley again. “I am thinking that the light in the valley may very well be my mission.”

			Bes nodded. “Are we in any danger?”

			“I’m not sure,” Aoife answered. “I feel…uneasy. Like I have an itch that needs to be scratched.”

			“What will you do?” he asked.

			“Make a secure camp,” she decided. “Have the wagon drivers stand watch with the mercenary guards, keep the fires burning all night.”

			“I will instruct Nels,” Bes said, “but what about you? You have a look I recognize—or maybe I should say a look I remember having myself. The look of someone about to do something stupid or dangerous.”

			“I’ll investigate.”

			“Is that wise?”

			“It is always wise to know your fears,” Aoife answered.

			“And then face them?” Bes pressed.

			“No, facing them is not always wise,” Aoife said grimly, “but it is often necessary.”
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			They made camp for the night in the gutted shell of an ancient stone temple complex.

			At some time in the past, fire had raged through the heart of the structure, blackening the walls, coating the ceiling with a thick covering of soot, obscuring the elaborate and beautiful frescoes and patterns incised into the stone. Scores of statues littered the ruins. Most were humani, but there were also Torc Allta and Torc Madra—wereboar and werewolf—among the rubble, though all of the heads had been chopped off and pounded into fragments, and it was only possible to distinguish the humani and nonhuman by their clothes and armor.

			Over time, the forest had crept in and claimed the tumbledown building, body-thick vines snaking through windows and gaping doors, cracking walls, uprooting the intricate tile work, ripping apart the carved wooden beams, and crushing ornate spiraling columns. Then, for some unknown reason, the encroaching forest had died back, withered away in an almost circular pattern around the ruins, leaving dead vines, like skeletal fingers, clutching the walls and splayed across the floors.

			
			Although Aoife had no time for the arrogant wagon master, she had to admit that he knew his job. Ignoring the larger buildings, which offered shelter of sorts to both men and oxen but which would have been impossible to defend, Nels had brought the wagons into the central courtyard and had them surround a tiny stone hut that housed nothing more than the shattered remains of a well, now filled to overflowing with red sand.

			“You take the well house,” Nels said to Bes.

			The Dwarf looked at Aoife as she dismounted and raised his eyebrows in a silent question.

			She nodded. “One entrance, easily defended, no windows and a solid stone roof. I could not have chosen better myself.”

			Nels’s smile was sour. He didn’t need this woman’s approval.

			“Pull the wagon closer,” Bes said. “I will bring my boxes inside with me.”

			“They’ll be safe on the wagon,” Nels grunted.

			“I will bring them in,” Bes repeated.

			“Very well,” Nels answered. “I can carry them for you.”

			“It would be better if I carried them myself.” The Dwarf smiled humorlessly. “Trust me: you do not want to put your hands on these boxes. Not if you want to keep your hands, that is.” He laboriously clambered into the cart, untied the heavy leather waterproof covering, and flipped it back, revealing the contents.

			Nels looked over the wooden crates stacked high on the oxcart. Each box was wrapped in chains and ribbons, the locks covered with gaudy, brightly colored mud studded with amulets and beads.

			
			“Do you know what these are?” Bes asked.

			“Cursed locks,” Nels muttered. “Something you don’t want opened.”

			“Something that shouldn’t be opened,” Bes corrected him.

			“None of my men are thieves,” the drover protested. “Everyone knows I’ll carry a load without asking any questions.”

			“No doubt one of the reasons you were recommended to me,” Bes said.

			“Are these…” Nels nodded vaguely toward the boxes. “Are these dangerous?”

			“I thought you said you didn’t ask questions.” Bes smiled.

			“When I see an amulet in the shape of a skull, it makes me worried.”

			“If you don’t open them, then you have nothing to fear.”

			Without a word, Nels turned away.

			Bes looked at Aoife. “You have questions?”

			“None.” She rapped on the nearest box with her knuckles. “Most of these amulets and ribbons are fake, designed to impress and frighten people. But,” she added with a smile, “I notice some that are, most decidedly, not fake.” She pointed to a small, battered casket, which was wrapped with a rusty chain and a soiled red ribbon. The lock was completely encased in what looked like a blob of gray mud. “That is Golem mud.”

			
			Bes nodded. “I am impressed.”

			“I’ve fought the mud men before. I know what they look like. So what is this: a tiny mud man who springs into action if the lock is opened?”

			Bes made his way through the boxes to find the one Aoife had pointed to. With a grunting effort, he extracted it from the pile. “Nothing so dramatic,” he said, carrying the box to the edge of the cart. “If the lock is disturbed, the mud will turn to liquid and slither up the would-be thief’s arm into their nose and mouth.”

			“Hard to run if you can’t breathe,” she said.

			“I’ve got some wood runes on another lock. Attempt to open it and it will sprout a hundred razor-sharp thorns. Another is washed with phoenix blood.”

			“That’ll leave a nasty burn,” Aoife noted.

			“It will. Left untreated, it will burn right through to the bone.”

			“And I am guessing only you have the cure.”

			“Your guess would be correct,” Bes said.

			“So you hired six wagons,” Aoife said, looking over the back of the cart. “Five of them are filled with ore from your mines. A small fortune, to be sure. But I am guessing that this wagon—and specifically these few boxes mixed amid the dross—is the real treasure.”

			Bes smiled but said nothing.

			“Do you need help getting them inside?” Aoife asked.

			“I can manage. But you might check to ensure that we’re not being spied upon.”

			
			“There’s no one around.”

			“Check anyway,” he said.

			Aoife faded back into the gathering darkness, guessing that the Dwarf did not want her to see him unload the boxes. And now she couldn’t help but wonder if the contents of the crates were also part of her mission.
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			The two Sister Moons were high and full in the sky, turning the night silver bright while etching sharp black shadows on the ground. There was a bitter wind out of the north, and frost was starting to sparkle across the stones. In the moonlight, the ruined temple took on a different aspect. The night’s shadows hid much of the destruction, while the stark moonlight hinted at its previous grandeur.

			Walking through the devastated buildings, Aoife found herself wondering who—or what—had been worshipped at such an ornate temple in the middle of nowhere. There was also the mystery of the burnt circle of earth. As she’d prowled the perimeter, she’d become aware that there were no living creatures, not even a mouse, within the walls of the temple. It was as if something had sucked out every trace of life and then left a stain upon the place to ensure that nothing would ever live there again.

			Her experienced warrior’s eye interpreted some of the clues written into the shattered stones and melted walls. A battle had been fought here in ages past. Humani warriors had stood alongside two of the most fearsome Torc clans—wolf and boar—but had ultimately been defeated. Aoife had no idea who they had been fighting—Earthlords, possibly. Even natural enemies banded together to battle the terrible serpent folk. The humani and their allies had been defeated, and the victors had taken the time to deface the statues; that petty destruction was another sign of the Earthlords.

			
			However, later—much later, perhaps a thousand years after the battle, long enough for the forest to have eaten into the place—an incredibly powerful magic had rippled through the temple, creating the circle of destruction. Aoife found herself wondering if a grave robber had disturbed an ancient spell or a cache of wildfire explosives had spontaneously erupted. Either could have caused the devastating fire that had marked the place.

			She returned to the center of the complex and was approaching the well house when the small arched door opened and Bes appeared, framed in the doorway. Aoife stopped and allowed herself to be absorbed into the shadows, but the Dwarf turned to look at her, his single white eye ghastly against his dark face, and what passed for a smile twisted his lips. He called her to him with a quick gesture.

			“You have inspected this place. It meets with your approval?” he asked.

			“There is an interesting history written into the stones. It will not withstand a determined assault by a group of armed men, but it will see us safe against wolves or brigands.”

			“More, much more, lives in these forests,” Bes said softly. “I have seen sights that would freeze your blood.” He disappeared into the well house, and Aoife hesitated in the doorway. She waited until the Dwarf turned back and saw her standing on the threshold. “Ah, I forgot, your kind need to be invited. Enter freely and of your own will.”

			
			Aoife stepped over the threshold into the small circular room, pressed her back against the wall, and waited, allowing her eyes to adjust. Only a fool rushed from dark to light. “So you know about my kind?” she asked. Bes was moving slowly around the room, lighting fat white candles and setting them into broken stones on the walls, bringing the room to dancing life. The air stank of grease and bubbling fat.

			Bes chuckled. “I know what you are: vampire, like your sister. But not a blood drinker, like your modern kin. A vegetarian. You take your sustenance from emotions and feed off the fear and joy of others.”

			“I do not deny who I am, or what I am,” the young woman answered. She lowered her voice, which had risen high enough to draw the attention of the guards though the open door. Only a fool trapped themselves in a room they were not familiar with. Turning her head, she glanced through the opening and saw Nels stepping away from behind one of the wagons. He was watching the well house intently, his head tilted to one side, listening with one misshapen ear. When he saw Aoife looking at him, he shuffled away, busying himself with the oxen.

			“It is none of my business who you are, what you are, or what you did.” Bes sank slowly, painfully, to the ground, his back against the chill stone wall, and stretched his legs in front of him. He straightened his stiff left leg with both hands. Aoife noticed that his knee was heavily wrapped. He warmed thick-fingered hands over a candle flame. “The guards do not believe you are the real Aoife of legend,” he said softly. “You heard Nels; they think you are someone using her name.”

			
			Aoife’s smile was icy. Folding her arms across her chest, she leaned back against the wall. “Though they are not entirely sure,” she noted.

			“No, they are not. And because of that, they will not test you.”

			“It would be their last mistake if they did.”

			“It would,” Bes agreed. “I know that you are the one true Aoife of the Shadows, and I know what you are capable of.”

			The warrior’s head dipped slightly. “And do you know this because the Witch told you, or…?” she asked.

			“Even if she had not told me, I would have known. You are not the only traveler I have encountered who was not born on this Shadowrealm,” Bes said. “We travelers carry a touch of otherworldliness about us—the leygates leave an alien scent on our auras.”

			“And yet I can distinguish neither aura color nor scent from you,” Aoife said.

			“My race do not possess an aura.”

			“I have never come across that before.”

			“We are unique. And now we are few,” he added. “In fact, I may be the last of my kind. When I was younger, I crossed the Shadowrealms alongside Zephaniah in search of adventure and knowledge.”

			
			“And did you find it?” Aoife asked.

			“Oh, a bard could fill volumes with our adventures. But as for knowledge…well, I think I could fit that into a slender pamphlet.”

			“But judging from the contents of that cart I saw earlier, you are still seeking knowledge.”

			“There is nothing especially valuable there,” Bes said so quickly that Aoife knew he was lying. “Dangerous, yes, but not valuable.”

			Aoife dipped her head to peer out into the night. There was no sign of Nels, but she caught a trace of his peculiarly musky odor. So he was either close by or he was so badly in need of a bath that he left his stench on the night air. When she turned back to the room, Bes was watching her closely.

			“You remind me of your grandmother,” he said. “I can see the resemblance around your eyes and chin.”

			“You should probably not tell her that,” Aoife murmured.

			“Did she ever mention my name?” he asked, almost too casually.

			“The Witch may be my grandmother, but I can probably count on my fingers the number of conversations we’ve had. She is closer to my sister. I knew nothing about you until I learned you were offering a huge fee for protecting this wagon train and that you had specifically asked for me. I did a little digging before I accepted, of course.”

			
			“Of course. And did you find anything interesting?”

			“A mixture of rumor and outright lies wrapped around what might be a tiny kernel of truth,” Aoife answered. “You come down from the icy Northlands two or three times a season to buy supplies for an unknown number of miners who work in the ancient and long-abandoned white quartz pits.”

			“That much is true,” Bes said. “Though if digging goes on there, the mines are hardly abandoned.”

			“No one seems to know exactly what you and your miners are digging. The seams of quartz are long since worked out. However, I did hear a local legend about a vast treasure buried deep in the heart of the earth. The Treasure of the Great Old Ones.”

			“You don’t sound convinced,” the Dwarf murmured.

			“Every abandoned mine on every Shadowrealm I’ve visited supposedly contains hidden treasure, a monster, a dragon, and sometimes all three. I’ve never come across any treasure, though it is true that thunderbirds or wyrms often nest in the lower levels of old mines.”

			“I’ve encountered a few in my time,” Bes said, and rubbed his wrapped knee.

			“The townspeople are wary of you,” Aoife went on, “and when I dug a little deeper, they told me some interesting stories.” She paused, and then added, “One of which reminded me of something that happened maybe fifty years ago.”

			Bes continued to rub his knee, but Aoife caught the sudden flare of his eye.

			“Fifty years ago, maybe a little more, I took a job as a sheriff in a small southern town on the slopes of the Mouth of the World,” Aoife said. “You know it?”

			
			“A volcano. I know of it,” he answered casually.

			“Some travelers reported that they’d seen a pile of bodies lying in a field off the highway. I rode out to investigate, a circle of birds in the air pointing the way. The bodies turned out to be the remains of a party of army deserters who had been terrorizing the road for the best part of a season. The five heavily armed men had been killed by something incredibly powerful.” Although she kept checking through the open door, Aoife was watching Bes carefully from the corner of her eye. “I made my report and the local judge decided that the outlaws must have been slain by werewolves—never mind that the Torc Madra had not been sighted that far south for centuries.”

			“Did you ever find out what happened to them?” Bes asked.

			“Interesting question. But surely the question you should be asking me is why am I telling you this? That’s the question you would be asking if this had nothing to do with you.”

			The Dwarf smiled, revealing his razor-sharp teeth. “Perhaps I was being polite.”

			Aoife nodded. “That is a possibility. Or perhaps you wondered how much I knew.”

			“And what did you discover?”

			“It had snowed, and it was easy enough to read the story written into the mud and slush. Two outlaws had stopped a wagon on the road. Then three sets of tracks left the wagon and moved across the field to a stand of ancient trees. The middle footprints were small, like a child’s. Or a Dwarf’s. There were three more men waiting around the trees, and I could see clearly where the five men had surrounded the smaller figure.” She stopped.

			
			After a moment, Bes said, “And then?”

			Aoife’s smile was grim. “And then something happened. Because suddenly the five outlaws were very dead and the child—or the Dwarf—returned to the wagon. During my investigation,” she added, “I discovered that a Dwarf had ridden through the town the day before. I cannot remember his name, which suggests I was never told it, because I have an excellent memory.”

			“And you think this outlaw killer might be me?”

			“Was it?”

			“I have traveled the length and breadth of this land,” he said, not answering the question. “I’ve been attacked and mocked, and yes, I have been forced to defend myself.” His smile was grim. “I am small, and so sometimes, foolish people think I am a victim.”

			“That would be their mistake.”

			“Yes. Often their final mistake.” Bes focused on tightening the wrapping around his knee. “You and I,” he said suddenly, “are puppets, moved, directed, and placed by your grandmother. And she is as much a puppet as we are: Death manipulates all of us.”

			“I was told Marethyu can see the threads of time,” Aoife answered. “He moves people now to influence events in the future.”

			
			“And who gave him that right?” Bes suddenly demanded. “He has this extraordinary power, and we presume that he is using it for our good. But we simply do not know. Such power is dangerous in the hands of one man. Even if he only has one hand,” he added with a wry smile.

			“You don’t trust him?”

			“You’re Next Generation, born after the destruction of Danu Talis. But I was there. I watched the battle atop the Pyramid of the Sun. I saw him call down the lightning and ignite the volcanoes, which in turn created the earthquakes, which ripped the island continent asunder. Marethyu destroyed Danu Talis. He tore apart my world. Why should I trust him?”

			Aoife nodded slowly. She had heard various accounts of the story over the centuries. “I was told that one world had to die so that another could grow. The races who fled the island founded colonies which established civilization across the primitive world.”

			“And was it worth it?” Bes asked bitterly. “One of the greatest civilizations the world has ever seen, wiped out so that the humani could rise. Were they worth it? Are they?”

			Aoife shrugged. “My sister thinks so. She has always fought for them.”

			“But you are not your sister. And you know she is under the influence of the hook-handed man.”

			
			“If you despise Marethyu so much, then why do his bidding?” Aoife asked.

			“I don’t. I do this for Zephaniah.” Bes drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “Ignore me. I am old, tired, and cold. It makes me cranky.”

			Aoife nodded. The conversation troubled her, because she too had often wondered if Marethyu was not becoming too powerful. Also, his apparent power over her sister, Scathach, troubled her.

			“Have you any idea what you saw in the valley earlier?” Bes asked eventually, deliberately changing the subject. His head was turned so that it appeared he was looking away, though his right eye was fixed on her face.

			“No.”

			“But it disturbed you.”

			“Yes.”

			“And now you’re going in search of it?”

			“I would rest happier.”

			“It could have been the sunlight sparkling off a pool of water,” the Dwarf offered, “the shimmer of silica in an outcropping of rock, the bark of a tree catching the light.”

			“I know that,” Aoife said quickly. “This felt different.”

			“An excuse,” he said eventually, with a ghost of a smile. “Admit it: you are curious.”

			“It has always been my failing,” Aoife agreed, sharp teeth yellow in the firelight. “And I would be failing in my duty to you if I did not investigate.”

			
			Bes’s smile barely curled his lips. “Your duty is to guard this wagon train.”

			“Why?” Aoife asked boldly. Crouching on her haunches, she stared hard at the Dwarf. “I am thinking,” she said carefully, “that if a person was able to dispatch five heavily armed outlaws, then they would not need someone like me and the mercenaries to guard the wagons.”

			“That is true,” he said, and then added, “I have no need of guards. You grandmother insisted I hire you. So clearly, she wanted you in this place at this time.”

			“So I could go and see what lies hidden in the forest.”

			Bes nodded. “The guards are just for show…and, well, there’s a bridge up ahead, guarded by a particularly ugly half-man goat-headed creature.”

			“A gabhar. One of the Torc clans.”

			“The gabhar are very partial to a mercenary or two. Once it feasts off a couple, it’ll fall asleep and we can pass.”

			“You’re not a very nice person, are you?” Aoife asked.

			“You have no idea who I am. Or what I am,” Bes said pleasantly.
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			Nels moved slowly through the ruined and tumbled buildings, gradually edging away from the other drovers. He noted the positions of the mercenary guards as he made his way to the shattered storehouse behind the circular Well House. A glance back over his shoulder, to ensure that no one was watching him; then he ducked into the gutted building. With infinite care he lifted a brick from the wall and pressed his face against the gritty stones, peering in through the tiny opening. He could make out flickering shadows, and faintly, he could hear the thin sound of Aoife’s and Bes’s low voices on the other side of the wall. The drover’s thick lips drew back from stained, misshapen teeth. He’d been little more than a boy when his father, a notorious brigand, had shown him this place and demonstrated the acoustic qualities of the walls. Noise bounced off the curved interior of the well house and was funneled through this opening. Later, when Nels became a drover, leading oxcarts across the mountains, he realized he could put the place to good use. He always timed his trips to include an overnight stay in the ruined temple and insisted that his employer take the warm and dry safety of the well house.

			
			Nels had grown wealthy by simply listening to some of his passengers talking. He’d learned the whispered locations of buried wealth, the muttered revelations of military and trade secrets, and clues that lead to wills hidden under floors or treasure maps tucked behind pictures. Nels passed the information on to his network of thieves, brigands, and pirates, and as payment he took a share of the treasure without ever having to place himself in any danger.

			Even before he’d seen the amulet-protected boxes in the cart, he’d known he was going to bring the Dwarf to this place. He knew that Bes had never used guards before, so he was certain that there was treasure in the wagons.

			And he wanted it.

			A few miles up the road, a particularly ill-tempered gabhar had laid claim to a bridge. The creature demanded a tribute before allowing anyone to cross what he now considered to be his bridge. The gabhar took his tribute in meat, cheese, and beer. Like most of the gabhar and Allta clans, the creature loved honey, and Nels always brought a fresh honeycomb when it was in season or a jar of rich southern clover honey as a treat for the monster.

			The gabhar owed Nels a favor or two.

			The wagon master wondered how Aoife would fare against the ancient forest creature. It would be a shame if anything were to happen to her and the other mercenary guards.

			Nels pressed his face against the dry, dusty stones, closed his eyes, and listened intently. It was at times like this that he wished he could write, so he could make notes.
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			“You are aware that the earth has shifted recently?” The Dwarf’s voice was a low whisper rasping off the stones.

			“I’ve heard about the earthquakes and upheavals in the high mountains and valleys. The Airgead and Óir suns are aligning, as they do once every thousand years.” Aoife’s voice sounded flat and disinterested.

			“In places whole mountains have split,” Bes answered. “Gullies have appeared like wounds through the ancient stone; valleys have disappeared, entire communities vanished, wiped away as if they never existed.”

			“I don’t see what that has to do with me—” Aoife’s voice was harsh, arrogant. Nels decided that he would be there when the gabhar killed her. And he’d make sure she saw him so she’d know who had betrayed her.

			“New creatures haunt the Highlands,” the Dwarf interrupted Aoife. “Some resemble beasts of legend and history, but others…well, who knows what has awakened and crept from the heart of the shattered mountains? It is said that the Lord Cernunnos himself rides with the Wild Hunt seeking new trophies for his walls.”

			
			“I have heard those stories, and I am not sure I believe them,” Aoife said. “Not that it matters: Cernunnos does not frighten me. I know him for what he is…and he knows me. He would not dare lay a finger on me.”

			“Cernunnos should terrify even you. He is an Archon, one of those who ruled the One World in the Time Before Time, before the creation of the Shadowrealms. He is dangerous beyond belief. And it is said that he is now mad. You know how dangerous mad gods can be?”

			Nels heard Aoife laugh, a harsh ugly sound. “Cernunnos is not a god. He is a creature of breath and blood. He can be killed.”

			“You have killed gods before, Aoife?” Bes asked.

			“Only those who deserved it.”

			A long silence followed. Nels waited patiently, knowing that if he moved, the noise might alert either Bes or Aoife. Had he had learned anything of value? The Dwarf certainly believed the woman was the real Aoife of the Shadows, and that information had some value, though he wasn’t entirely sure who he could sell it to.

			A sudden thought struck him, and his lips twisted in an ugly smile. Although Aoife had dismissed Cernunnos and claimed that he was afraid of her, the drover wondered if he dared bring the information to the green-robed priests of the Horned God.

			Hmm. Perhaps it would be more profitable not to betray her to the gabhar, but to sell her out to the priests. He could tell them about the woman who’d stolen Aoife the Gatekeeper’s name and then blasphemed the Horned God. The priests allowed no one to mock their god; they would certainly kill her. He nodded. Watching the gabhar tear her limb from limb would give him immense pleasure but would earn him no coin. The priests would pay handsomely, and she would be just as dead when they were done with her.

			
			Cloth rasped, and Nels heard Bes wheeze and sigh as if he was settling down for the night. When the Dwarf spoke again, his tone had shifted, becoming sly and conspiratorial. “The recent earthquakes have brought forth more than just new creatures from the bowels of the earth.”

			Aoife remained silent. Nels closed his eyes, his forehead and cheek pressed against the stones, focusing intently.

			“I have also heard stories of the earth splitting apart to reveal ancient, long-forgotten secrets and artifacts….”

			“What sort of artifacts?” Aoife asked quickly.

			“All manner of treasures,” Bes answered. “Why, not a month ago, a sheep farmer just to the north of here found a sword as tall as himself in a recently torn gash in the ground. The sword was made of a stone he’d never seen before—and this man had previously worked as a miner and had some experience with stones.”

			“I have seen stone swords aplenty,” Aoife said.

			“As have I. But hidden beneath the sword was a suit of armor cast from solid silver, etched in gold and inlaid with jade.”

			“To fit a man or a woman?” Aoife asked, almost too casually.

			
			“A woman, I believe.” Bes paused, then asked, “Why, have you heard of this armor before?”

			There was a long silence, and just when Nels was beginning to think she was not going to answer, Aoife spoke. “Once, a long time ago, I watched a blond-haired girl wearing similar armor ride into battle at the head of an army of monsters.”

			“Which side were you on?” Bes asked.

			“The losing side. What did you do with the sword and the armor?” she asked.

			“The sword is stone and worthless. A curiosity, nothing more. But the armor is priceless. It is in one of the boxes on the wagons.”

			On the other side of the wall, Nels flashed a quick smile and his lips formed the word priceless. He liked that.

			“I will buy it from you,” Aoife said.

			“It is not for sale.”

			“I was not asking,” Aoife said. “I will exchange it for the fee you owe me.”

			“It is worth more than that,” Bes answered.

			“It is worth exactly what I am prepared to pay for it,” Aoife snapped.

			“I am not sure it is your size.”

			“I do not want it for myself. I want to return it to the fair-haired warrior.” Nels heard something in the woman’s voice he’d not heard before: respect. He wondered who the fair-haired warrior was.

			“But you’ve no idea where she is.”

			
			“The hook-handed man will know. He will tell me,” she said with enough confidence that Nels began to wonder if she was indeed the real Aoife.

			“Can I ask why you want to return it to her?”

			“She saved my life; I am in her debt.”

			“But I thought you were on opposite sides.”

			“We were.”

			“Ah, a debt of honor,” Bes said. “I understand that. If we are without honor, we have nothing. Complete your quest in the forest and I will gift you with the suit of silver armor. But I will not be paying your fee,” he added quickly.

			“Then it is not a gift,” Aoife reminded him.

			“Well, perhaps there might be room for negotiation,” Bes said finally. “I am wondering if what you glimpsed in the forest earlier might be related to these earthquakes and upheavals.” The Dwarf’s voice had grown thick and sleepy. “I’ve traveled this road most of my adult life, and I’ve never heard of anything silver in the forest. There are beasts aplenty; they are all hair and hide, fangs and horns. None of them are silver, as far as I know.”

			“This was silver,” Aoife said confidently. “Metallic or crystal.”

			Nels heard something change in the young woman’s voice even as she was speaking, a hint of what might have been excitement. “My grandmother sent me to this place in search of ancient artifacts.”

			“When I traveled the worlds with your grandmother, she collected all the ancient remnants of the old world,” Bes said. “Perhaps she wants to add this to her collection.”

			
			Aoife’s laugh echoed off the stone walls, turning bitter and harsh. “The Witch will destroy it. She is determined that all the knowledge of the old world be wiped away.”

			“There is much we can learn from the past,” Bes murmured.

			“And not all of it good.”

			The Dwarf’s only response was a gentle snore.
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