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For my mother,
more wonderful than Mother.

And for Sherry,

who walked with me in Aerdem.
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rustling in a windless dawn. Jen always knew it would come, but
the danger had drifted to the back of her mind like a fading
nightmare, leaving only a vague clutching beneath the common
activities of the day.

She’d been running along the western side of King’s Loop,
dawn just pushing above the Aedilac Mountains. Silhouettes
streaked by, a farmhouse, a barn, a peach orchard heavy with
fruit. Her hair streamed behind, catching the wind like a sail.
She almost flew, feet barely touching the ground.

Kicking up a cloud of dirt, she veered off the road and cut
through a meadow. She spread her arms, feeling the waist-high
grass brush her palms as she whizzed by. Leaving the meadow,
she ducked into a thicket of trees, dodging low-lying limbs with
the thrill of a bird that’s found its wings.

She broke into a clearing and headed toward a stream.
With a surge she leaped over the water and made for the lone
oak near the bank. Here, a ring of rocks collected water in a
quiet pool. Only a few hungry skeeter hawks skated across the
surface, looking for an early breakfast. Ducks slept in the grass.
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They raised their heads and started waddling toward her as she
untied a leather pouch.

Taking out a handful of breadcrumbs, she flung it to them.
They scrambled with straining necks and blaring trumpets. She
threw some toward a runt standing uncertainly on the side, but
a big white quacker beat him off with a showy rattle of wings.

Jen pretended to slip the food back in her pocket and wait-
ed until the others glided into the water. Then she poured the
crumbs into her hand and held it out. The runt hesitated, then
crept forward until his beak nibbled her palm.

“You're small,” she said softly, “but you can be quick. Dart
between them.”

When the food was gone, she leaned against the tree.
King’s Loop looked like a ribbon from here, winding through
farm and woodland until it met the great gates of Glowan.
There it zigzagged through the little town until it came to the
Rose Castle, shining like a jewel in the rising sun. The sheer
cliff beyond beckoned. She looked away and exhaled, sighing
with frustration and longing.

That was when she heard the whispering. Alert, she backed
away from the tree and studied it at a crouch. The air was still.
The grass motionless. But the leaves stirred and fluttered.
Words floated down. At first they were indistinct, as if someone
called through a distant snowstorm. One word emerged clear-
ly, and an icy finger traced down her spine.

She heard her name.

She backed away until she squatted on some rocks that
extended into the pool. Every muscle—sun-hammered and
wind-hardened like metal in a forge—was poised to spring.
Phrases whispered down. The only sense she could make was
that something was coming. Something dangerous.

She thought of her family. Fear tightened around her
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heart. She was a hair’s-breadth away from running to them.
Her feet stayed rooted to the spot. Maybe she’d hear more.

A small splash made her look at the pond. Two more fol-
lowed, as if someone had thrown pebbles. Nothing had fallen
into the water. But ripples spread out and ran into each other.
More splashes erupted like tiny volcanoes, until the whole pool
was agitated with colliding rings. A circle of calm emerged
below Jen’s feet, pushing the waves back. Pale and ghostly, a
face rose from the muddy bottom of the pool until it floated just
below the surface. Little hills and valleys lined the features of
an old woman, as if olives lay under the skin.

“Medlara.”  Jen spoke under her breath, unwilling to
believe her friend could hear her.

Medlara smiled, but her expression hardened. Words whis-
pered from the pool. Jen leaned forward, straining to hear. She got
little more than fragments, as if a storyteller jumbled the pieces of
atale. One phrase repeated, like a riddle. “If you meet . . . a harp,
you must . . . If the worst happens, seek the answers—"

Jen dropped to her knees, hoping to catch more. Medlara’s
hands appeared just below her chin. She clasped them, and lift-
ed her eyes as if she were imploring Jen. She mouthed two
words. They might have been, “Forgive me.”

Streaks of blue snaked and flowered in the water, as if
someone had dropped in dye. Tendrils of mist rose from the
surface and licked the ring of rocks. Soon the whole pool was
covered. Spilling over the edge, the cloudy vapor surrounded
Jen. She backed onto the shore, but the stuff sprouted up on all
sides, walling her in, and formed a ceiling above. It crept along
the ground until it met her feet. There it paused like an undu-
lating sea.

Jen studied the mist. “She’s trying to show me something.
But what?”
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There was no time to wonder. Fog rose before her like a
giant shadow. Black. Forbidding . . .

She stepped back. Looked behind for an escape route.
The fog surged forward and pulled her into the inky darkness.
She could no longer feel the ground, as if everything solid and
beautiful that she cared about was being ripped away. She tried
to scream but terror rose from the pit of her stomach and froze
in her throat.

The rest was a dizzy kaleidoscope of tilting and falling, of
wandering lost, with no way out, no way home, no way back to
aworld of light and love, until the mist melted away and she col-
lapsed, shaking in a pool of sweat.

How long she lay there she couldn't say, but at last she
stopped trembling, her heart slowed, and she gulped some big
breaths of air and rose. She staggered to the pool. It looked
ordinary enough now. A handful of skeeter hawks glided peace-
fully on the surface.

The morning sun of Aerdem sparkled on the stream. A few
birds sang in the tree. Shaking off numb shock, she splashed
water on her face, wiped her hands on her breeches, and ran for
King’s Loop. She streaked through the fields and leaped onto
the road, where a few farmers were carting goods to market.
Tearing past them, she was vaguely aware they’d stopped to bow
to the king’s daughter.
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