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PROLOGUE

The Rif ’iend moved effortlessly through the Rif ’twine’s Dark-
zone, unhampered by the thick growth of trees, creepers, and 

vines. Crafted from darkness and malevolence, his essence was the 
same as that of the forest, making it as easy for him to melt through 
the Rif ’twine as it was for dirt to mix into sludge.

He paused, breathing deeply of the death-and-decay–laced air, 
savoring the brief surge of energy that followed. He did not normally 
stray this far into the Darkzone. Most of his kind preferred to hover 
at the border of the Dark-and-Dimzone. It was there—where the 
forest pulsed outward to claim the southlands—that the Rif ’twine’s 
power was the greatest . . . and feeding the easiest. Until the south-
erners started to fight the forest, he and his fellow Rif ’iends had 
satiated themselves on all the Rif ’twine devoured.

But the Rif ’twine’s power was declining, and the Rif ’iends grew 
edgy. Now they tussled daily for the small scraps of death and pain 
the forest still stole. The fear and anguish of the rooters—especially 
the small ones—were a good source of food and power, but the 
Rif ’iends were never satisfied for long. It was only when the delirea 
plant bloomed with death that the Rif ’iends feasted as well as they 
had in the past.

He glided forward again through the silent forest. He detected 
the poison sap creeping deep in the towering trees and heard age-
old echoes of the magic words that had called the trees to life and 
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then death. The air was thick and cold. It enveloped him in its safe 
darkness.

But something was amiss.
He sensed a disruption in the darkness ahead of him. He slowed, 

approaching this strangeness cautiously. The air around him grew 
warmer. He quivered with disgust but forced himself forward to 
discover this source of heat.

Suddenly the Rif ’iend found himself in open space. His eyes 
burned as the light scorched him with its brightness. Dread coursed 
through him, and he shrieked, fleeing back to the trees. How could 
this be? He was nowhere near the north, was he?

From the safety of the trees, he peered back at the open space— 
a clearing, completely free of trees, except for one. Flowers carpeted 
the f loor around this single tree, a bright-green weeping willow, 
and water bubbled up from the ground below it. The creature wrin-
kled up his nose at the sweetness of the flowers and the freshness 
of the water.

Why had the forest not claimed this clearing with its foreign tree, 
flowers, and fresh water?

The creature backed away slightly, letting tendrils of his remain-
ing power slither out into the Rif ’twine, seeking an answer to this 
anomaly. Deeper and deeper those tendrils explored. He drew com-
fort from the Rif ’twine’s vastness. Of course, he skirted away from 
the north’s intense glare, following his senses to the south, to Gwyn-
dorr, where he perceived the answer lay.

Suddenly he saw in his mind’s eye events he had not witnessed 
for a long time. For hadn’t he been there when they had occurred, 
watching from the edges of the Dimzone? The time shift, he real-
ized, had brought it to him again.

A crowd of southerners pulsing with excitement and a single 
poison tree. A gathering storm that meant the end of it all.

And finally the creature understood where he was and how this 
clearing had come to be. This was the place where the Rif ’iends had 
scuffled over the ring, the one he had finally laid claim to. But why 
hadn’t they noticed what was happening here, deep in the Rif ’twine, 
while they fought?
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He shuddered at the thought.
What power was so great, so frightening, that it could push back 

the very core of evil?
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CHAPTER 1

The Old Magic that had veiled the Guardian Grotto for four 
hundred years had failed.

Failed.
Mikel must have spoken that ominous word aloud, for the scout 

standing in front of him looked up sharply.
“Sir?”
“Nothing.” The High Commander sank down on the stool 

behind the map table. “Proceed with your report, Jeru.”
The young scout had ridden hard. His hair was disheveled, his 

cloak wrinkled and dirt stained. The sharp smell of heat, exertion, 
and horse sweat warned Mikel that the news was so dire that Jeru 
had not yet taken the time to wash.

“Sir. Ruan and I were patrolling the Outer Peaks, past the Cutter 
Crags. That would have been” —his brow furrowed in concentra-
tion— “ten days ago.”

“And?”
“From one of the high ridges to the west, you get a view past the 

Peaks.”
“Yes.” Mikel imagined exactly where his men had stood. He 

knew these mountains intimately, every crest and valley and slope of 
beloved hill. He had patrolled them once as a young Warrior and, 
even as High Commander, had led his men through them on more 
occasions than he could even remember.

“We saw movement, sir. Men on horseback at Two Plague Pass.”
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“On the pass?” Shock jarred through Mikel. This was worse than 
he had thought.

“Only a few men on the pass, but they have definitely found it.”
“These men? Were they dressed in the colors of Gwyndorr’s 

Lord?”
“No, Commander.” Jeru looked down and swallowed. “They 

were dressed in the colors of Tirragyl. They were king’s men.”
By the abyss. Lord Lucian hadn’t come alone. He had brought the 

royal army. And they had found the pass that had not been breached 
since the time of King Destaus, hundreds of years before.

“Did you get a sense of their number, Jeru?” Mikel’s calm tone 
came from years of command.

“On the pass we counted about fifteen, sir. But . . .” Jeru’s hes-
itation warned Mikel of the bad news to follow, “we climbed the 
western peak for a better view of the low ground.”

“And?”
“Hundreds of men are massing there under the royal banner, 

sir. With more men and supplies arriving as we left to bring you the 
news.”

“Thank you, Jeru.” Mikel rose. “You and Ruan did well to bring 
the news so fast.”

“Sir.” The Warrior placed his fist on his heart and bowed slightly 
before turning to leave the war chamber.

When he was alone again, Mikel dropped back onto his seat, 
closed his eyes and imagined himself standing on the same windy 
western peak where Jeru had stood ten days earlier. Far below him 
the valley floor churned with the dark figures of soldiers, purple 
banners whipping above their heads. The Parashi’s ancient enemy, 
the House of Taus, drew near.

He opened his eyes and leaned over the giant map stretched out 
on the table. His finger traced the line of the Outer Peaks until it 
came to rest on Two Plague Pass. A place of legend. Of victory. It 
was the pass that could not be found by the enemy, the pass that had 
kept them safe all these years. And on the single occasion in which it 
was breached, mythical foghounds had come to fight the enemy, or 
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so the legends said. Even as a child Mikel had disbelieved the story. 
He knew that swords, not foghounds, fought Highborn invaders.

But the one thing Mikel had placed his faith in was the shield-
ing power of the Guardian Rock. Until Shara had arrived. Flee-
ing Gwyndorr when Lord Lucian sought to bind her to his son 
in marriage, Shara had sought shelter at the Guardian Grotto. 
Her companions—the monk Andreo, the old man Eliad, and the 
groom Nicho—had not known that she carried with her a powerful 
and dangerous Cerulean Dusk Dreamer. Mikel had only realized 
it when Lord Lucian used the girl’s dreams to briefly breach the 
Grotto’s defenses. Although Mikel had confiscated the rock, he had 
not hidden it well enough, and its powerful allure had drawn Shara 
once more. In her final dream, Lord Lucian infiltrated the Guardian 
Grotto long enough to know exactly where it lay.

Mikel finally had to acknowledge with his heart what his head 
knew the day the Dusk Dreamer took full possession of Shara. Their 
Old Magic defense had been breached. They were no longer hidden, 
no longer safe. War was upon them.

Mikel’s finger followed the Erridale River, the most likely route 
that the king and his army would take once they crossed the pass. 
At the confluence point, where the Feyn River split into the Erridale 
and Jabal Rivers, he stopped. Here the king could take two routes. 
One, the more direct route, followed the Feyn to Rogue’s Neck, 
where the river cut through the Inner Peaks. From there it was mere 
days to the waterfall that veiled the Grotto. Mikel’s eye fell on the 
other place where the Inner Peaks could be breached. Called Waif ’s 
Cleft, it had been discovered by a young Parashi boy at the time of 
the Hundred Year War. A narrow path winding between two tall 
mountains, it was even better hidden than Two Plague Pass. Once 
through Waif ’s Cleft, an enemy could make their way straight to 
the Elam Highlands. The Guardian Grotto had an opening onto 
this plateau.

Mikel had commanded the Parashi Warriors for many years. 
He had led raids on Highborn lands, fought royal troops in clashes 
when the old king’s cruelty threatened the Parashi. He had protected 
his people, their ancient writings, and the Guardian Rock, here, in 
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the depths of the earth. He had trained younger men to fight and 
protect. Yet Mikel knew that they were no match for the full force 
of the king’s army. Had only Lord Lucian come with the men of 
Gwyndorr, they would have stood a chance against them. Even if 
they killed this army, thousands more would follow. The king could 
call every man in Tirragyl into service. The Parashi Warriors would 
be annihilated, the Old Writing destroyed, and the memory of the 
Parashi wiped from the face of the earth.

Mikel clenched his hand into a fist and smashed it down on the 
map over Two Plague Pass, wishing he had the power to crush the 
king’s army with a single blow. If he could do that, he would not 
have to send his men to their deaths.

• • •

Pearce pushed open the door to the war chamber just as Mikel 
smashed his fist down on the map. Unease crept through Pearce. 
The High Commander was always in control and seldom vexed or 
angry. The scout’s news must have been dire indeed.

“Sir?” he said quietly from the door. “I heard the scouts came 
with news?”

“Yes, Pearce.” Mikel straightened, and instantly the control was 
back in his voice and posture. “Call the other commanders to the 
war chamber.”

“Yes, sir.”
Pearce hastened to the barracks and dining hall to call the other 

commanders to the war chamber. They returned to find Mikel qui-
etly studying the map.

“Sit, men.” Mikel waited for the commanders to find a place at 
the long table before he continued. “I have just heard from a scout 
that the king’s army was gathering at Two Plague Pass about ten 
days ago.”

Two Plague Pass? Pearce felt a stab of fear. The pass had not been 
found for hundreds of years. He saw the collective dismay on the 
other commanders’ faces.

“It will take them time to traverse the pass with their supplies and 
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horses,” the High Commander continued. “But we must assume the 
worst. They could be as far as the Cutter Crags by now.”

By the abyss! Their enemy had breached the Outer Peaks. It was 
unthinkable.

Mikel pointed to the map. “If they follow the river through 
Rogue’s Neck, they could be here within two weeks. We cannot let 
that happen.”

“What do we do, Commander?” Pearce asked.
“We must delay them in the mountains like our forefathers did 

when the Highborn invaders first came all those hundreds of years 
ago. We know these mountains better than they do. We use that to 
our advantage.”

“Skirmishes, you mean?” Pearce couldn’t keep the skepticism 
from his voice.

“Yes. We attack and retreat. We worry them like a fly worrying 
a grubear. We draw them off their path and into the hills where we 
can pick them off, and then we slink away again. We might not be 
able to push them back, but we keep them at bay, busy chasing their 
own tails. At least till winter comes, when the snow will hopefully 
force them to retreat.”

“With respect, sir, it’s the way cowards fight,” Pearce said. “Let’s 
fight them face-to-face. Give them a battle they will never forget.”

The other commanders stirred in agreement.
“There are too many,” Mikel said. “We will be slaughtered. Then 

who will protect the Grotto?”
“But we would all die like true Warriors, courageous and uncon-

quered!” Pearce was on his feet, his sword above his head as he cried 
the words. “If all we do is chase them away, they will be back again.”

“Sit down, Pearce,” Mikel said. “This is not a discussion. It is an 
order. I am putting you in charge of three of our five units. You will 
take them into the mountains and keep the king’s army at bay by 
employing skirmish tactics. The remaining men will stay to guard 
the Grotto and Deep Caves.”

“You are not leading the Warriors, sir?” It made no sense to 
Pearce. This was the greatest threat the Warriors had ever faced, and 
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they needed the High Commander to lead them, not hide in the 
Grotto with the women and children.

“I will be in charge of the men guarding the caves,” Mikel replied, 
lowering his gaze to the map.

Pearce tried one more time. “Sir, I really think you should . . .”
“That’s all,” Mikel said sharply. “Ready yourself today. Tomorrow 

you lead the men into the mountains.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And, Pearce, station some men at Waif ’s Cleft. It would be a 

dangerous place for them to breach.”
“Of course, sir.”
As they rose to leave, Mikel said, “There will be another meeting 

in the gathering hall tonight. You are invited to attend.”
“Invited or commanded to come?” Pearce had never spoken to 

the High Commander in such a tone, but he still smarted from 
Mikel’s sharp words. And—truth be told—the High Commander 
had just dropped in Pearce’s estimation.

“Invited.” The High Commander’s gaze held his own, and there 
was a flicker of sadness in it, as if Pearce’s words grieved him. “During 
the Hundred Year War, Warriors were sent off with words of encour-
agement and hope on the eve of great battles. We will rekindle the 
old tradition.”

As he left the war chamber, Pearce thought that words of hope 
were a useless substitute for what Mikel should be giving them: his 
sword.

• • •

The horses were restless this morning although Nicho whispered to 
them that all would be well. He suspected the animals sensed if you 
did not believe the words yourself. The Grotto had been a place of 
unease from the day he arrived back here with Jed, Rosa, Simhew, 
and the liberated rifters. No wonder, for they prepared for war.

Earlier two scouts had ridden in. Nicho could tell they had set 
a particularly grueling pace because their mounts, heads down and 
nostrils flared, showed signs of extreme fatigue. As he grabbed one 
of the reins, the words of reprimand were already on his tongue. But 
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just then he looked at the face of the man leaping from his horse’s 
back. His expression was strained, his eyes filled with apprehension. 
Nicho said nothing. The news the men bore was obviously urgent. 
Urgent enough for them to push their treasured mounts to the limit.

“Easy, boy.” Nicho tried to soothe Crypin, Pearce’s large grey 
stallion, who was snorting and pawing the ground. “Easy. You’re a 
leader, boy. You need to set a good example.” He stroked the stal-
lion’s broad nose and, for a moment, the horse stilled. “Good. Good. 
You’re a warhorse, remember? Fearless, that’s you.”

“Ko?”
Nicho turned to see Jed standing against the stable wall, his seri-

ous face watchful and wary. How Nicho wished he could turn back 
time to when Derry was still alive. Then, Jed’s face had lit up at the 
mere promise of a tickle from his father. Now, his father was dead 
and his mother lost in the backstreets of Gwyndorr. As much as 
Nicho and Rosa tried to fill the spaces in Jed’s life, pain and mistrust 
were etched in those dark eyes.

“Jed.” He bent down, fighting the urge to pull the boy into his 
arms. The boy did not like being held. “Do you want to give Crypin 
a stroke? I can lift you so you can reach.”

Jed shook his head.
“I thought you were with Simhew this morning, learning your 

letters.”
“Simhew is running arrows for Uncle Pearce.”
“Errands, you mean?” Nicho smiled. “Did you find me all by 

yourself?” It was an impressive feat for a boy of less than five. The 
stables were far from the living area in the Grotto, near the back of 
the caves. “You’ve come such a long way, you might as well help me. 
Grab that bucket over there, and let me fill it with some feed.”

The boy obeyed quietly, helping Nicho with the feeding. Nicho 
was pleased to see that he seemed unafraid of the horses looming 
above his head. They were gentle around him, responding to his 
innate stillness.

When they had done the rounds, Nicho sat on the ground and 
patted the straw next to him. “Time for us to have a little something 
too.” He tore a piece of bread husk and gave it to Jed, who ate in 
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silence. Nicho remembered sitting in the stable with Shara at Ran-
din’s house and eating bright-red apples, grown in the fertile land 
around Gwyndorr. He longed for fresh food and his mother, Marai’s, 
aromatic cooking. The food in the Grotto was plain, unadorned, and 
seldom fresh. Food for soldiers.

“Do horses cry?” Jed’s voice broke through Nicho’s memories.
“Uh, no . . . but they do get sad.”
“Is the grey one sadder than the others?”
“Ah.” Understanding dawned. “No, Crypin isn’t called that 

because he cries. It’s just an old Parashi name. Like Lian.” He saw 
the boy stiffen and realized his mistake. Lian was the name Jed had 
given to the last toy his father had carved him before he left for good. 
The toy that Hildah had sold when they were desperate for food. 
Nicho quickly continued. “We Parashi have the bravest horses in the 
world because we train them and treat them so well.”

“So we can beat the bad lord when he comes?” Jed’s dark eyes 
looked intently into his own, older and wiser than such young eyes 
were meant to be.

“We will try, Jed. We will be very brave, and we will try.”


