Wrelan and Niall left the valley before dawn.  Niall carried the pack Morag had made up for Wrelan's journey – food and water, and the gift of a necklace for Shu'Lan, once she was found.  The moon was still high above the horizon when the young man pushed the rock away from the cave at the beginning of the passage, and the two stepped out into the open.  


"And which way would you have me go?" Niall asked.  "Does your highness ken where this Demon's Palace is?"


Wrelan looked around, trying to tune in to the deep-seated feeling that would tell her which direction to take.  "To the east," she said at last.


Niall huffed.  "A fool's errand, I shouldna wonder.  I still say you're a half-wit and should be pent up, where ye can do no harm to yourself nor anyone else."


Wrelan ignored him.  When he wasn't maintaining a disapproving silence, he was busy thinking up new ways to insult her.  She set off down the track at a swinging walk.  After a moment's hesitation, he followed.  A fine pleasant day this was going to be, she thought, with him sulking like a beaten child.  She was glad Dungadr had ordered him to return home once he'd seen her safely out of Skena's vicinity, or she might have had to put up with him for the rest of her journey.  The thought of Skena reminded her of the Laird's anguish over his daughter, and she wondered what Skena had done to the girl.  Perhaps Niall would stop sulking for long enough to tell her.


"What happened to Raghnaid, your sister?" she asked.


"Skena has her," he replied shortly.  He kicked savagely at a stone that lay in his path.  "She's now the bitch's servant.  Better she were dead."


"Couldn't you rescue her?"


He gave her a burning look of contempt.  "Ye prating fool.  Do you not think we've tried?  Did you not hear my father tell of his two brothers killed and all their young ones taken?  Now still your tongue.  Your yapping will have her warriors down upon us before ye know it."


They continued in silence as the sun came up, doubling back almost to Skena's camp, then turning to cross the shoulder of a great hill.  The track twisted between masses of granite rock, where countless warriors could have lain in ambush. Niall went cautiously, stopping to listen intently at each bend.  He kept Wrelan behind him, and she crept along hardly daring to breathe.  Once, he turned and caught her arm, pulling her down behind a rock with his finger to his lips.  For what felt like an eternity, they sat silently as Niall continued to listen.  The only sound she heard was the pounding of her heart against her breast.  She shifted uncomfortably and felt the wrath of Niall’s glare.  Long moments later, he stood and held out his hand to help her up.  They trudged on.


What an awful place!  Whatever lay in store for her at the Demon's Palace, she felt she would be better off there than in Skena's clutches.  Eventually, they came out of the rocks and faced a long narrow glen.  Niall relaxed visibly and Wrelan let out a long overdue sigh.  


"We'll go a ways further, then stop for a bit," he said.  "And a bite to eat wouldna come amiss."


He sounded almost friendly, and Wrelan looked at him from under her lashes.  His face was pleasing when it wasn't wearing a sullen scowl.  And the play of muscles in his shoulders was fascinating.  She wondered what he thought of her.  With the strong nose and pewter-gray eyes she'd inherited from her father, she knew her face wasn't pretty.  And he'd probably much prefer Shu'Ni's dainty body.  Not that she cared.  Shu'Ni was welcome to him.  She was so lost in thought, she gave a small shriek when a bird shot up with a crack of beating wings from the vegetation in front of them.


 "Run, lassie.  Save yourself," Niall yelled.


She stood transfixed as two burly warriors burst from the cover of some bushes a stone’s throw ahead. Niall thrust her behind him, and she started to run back towards the rocks.  One of the warriors started after her, but his companion stopped him.


"Leave her," he called.  "We'll catch her at our leisure when we've dealt with this dog."


The sounds of fighting gave speed to her feet.  Then a sharp cry from Niall stopped her in her tracks.  She turned to see him struggling in the grip of both warriors, a knife pressed to his throat.  She longed for Shu'Ni's gift of traveling anywhere by thought, so she could return to the glen for help. But it would do no good, for she wouldn't be able to bring even one of the family back with her, and traveling by normal means would take far too long to save him.  Even as she watched, the knife at Niall's throat drew bright blood.


"Noooo!" she screamed.


The warriors turned toward her.  "Hold the dog, Cerdic," the larger one said, "while I have some fun with his wench.  ‘Twill pleasure him to watch before we cut his throat."


The other laughed.  "Aye, Dimmoc, do you so.  But leave some of her for me."


Wrelan was shaking inside, but she glared malevolently at Dimmoc.  "Come no closer," she warned.  "I am the Daughter of the Demon of Fire, and you shall die in agony should you dare to harm me or my companion."


Dimmoc guffawed and continued toward her.  She stretched her hands out desperately.  Shu'Lan could shoot fire from her palms – she must have passed some gift along to her daughter.  Wrelan closed her eyes and tried with all her will to do something...anything...that would help.  Her fingers tingled.  Something was happening!  She looked at her hands. A ribbon of pale lavender smoke curled from her hands and floated out into the air. She stamped her foot in disgust.  What use was being a demon seed if all you could produce was colored smoke? Now she and Niall were going to die a disgusting death at the hands of these barbarians.  She could have cried. 


The softly tinted cloud stretched toward Dimmoc, small purple violets scattered along its length.  The man threw back his head and laughed.  


"A pretty trick, sweeting."  He chuckled.  "But I doubt ‘twill do a warrior harm."


He stepped closer and the smoke curled around him.  His laughter changed to a foolish grin, his eyelids fluttered, and he sank gently down onto the turf.  A loud snore issued from his open mouth as a rain of violets pattered onto his face.  Cerdic gaped at his fallen comrade and his knife dropped from his hand.  Niall squirmed from his grasp and dealt him a heavy blow to his middle. The warrior doubled over.  His chin connected with Niall's upraised knee and the oaf fell to the ground as oblivious as his friend.  Niall dragged him over to where Dimmoc lay and dropped him.  


He grinned broadly at Wrelan.  "Did ye ever see such a pretty pair?"


Wrelan shook violet petals from her fingers and stared at the little wisps of lavender still curling from her hands.  Now that the danger had passed, she felt dazed and shaken.


Niall put one long arm around her. "Wrelan, my lass, I take back all the bad I've ever said of ye."  His face was suddenly serious.  He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it warmly.  "Lassie, you're the bravest girl I ever met, even if ye do have some strange notions about dragons and the like.  But however did ye manage that thing wi' the smoke?"


Wrelan shook her head.  No matter how many times she told him the truth, he would never believe it.


"Och well," he said.  "Keep your secret."  He drew his knife from its scabbard.  "Now, go along down the path aways.  I must deal with these two and it's no sight for a lassie."


Wrelan hadn't gone far along the track when Niall caught up with her.  He was panting slightly and his face was grave. 


"We must hurry, lassie. That Dimmoc wore the badge of a captain, and Skena will know before the hour is gone that he's dead.  She'll know who killed him, besides."


"How can she?" Wrelan asked.


He pointed. A shadow flitted overhead, a smoke-gray bird flew above them, half-transparent against the bright sky. Only its eyes had color, a pale violet blue, like flames.  It watched them closely, circling on ragged wings, its head twisting on a long, sinuous neck.  


 "Skena's eyes." Niall's voice was grim.


Wrelan shuddered. "Will she come after us?"


"Aye.  To the ends of the earth, if she's a mind to it.  And what she'll do if she catches up to us I dare na tell ye."



Niall seized her hand and began to run, pulling her along with him.  He had picked up their bundle of supplies and it bounced heavily on his shoulder as he ran.  The bird gave a harsh cry and followed.


"We must cross the glen as fast as we can," he panted.  "There are places she canna see us, up in the hills."


They ran until the breath sobbed and caught in Wrelan's throat.  There was a burning ache in her side. She was blinded by salt sweat dripping into her eyes, but she ran doggedly on, trying not to hold Niall back.  At last, he grunted and pointed ahead.  She blinked and squinted.  There, blessedly, were the outcroppings of rock that marked the foothills.  The track became rough and very steep.  She fell stumbling to her knees and he pulled her up.  She felt his strength seeping into her and somehow she managed to go on.  Suddenly, he plunged into a small gully, slipped between two huge boulders, and bundled her into a cave.  


He panted and blew, pacing the small confines of the stony chamber.  Wrelan hung her head.  Her chest heaved as she labored to draw breath into her lungs. At last her breathing eased and she slid down onto the ground.  It felt so good to rest, but she knew they wouldn't be able to stay there for long.  She could hear the rending cries of the bird, and she pictured it wheeling overhead, searching for them.  Even though it could no longer see them, it could surely give Skena a good idea of where they were.  She glanced at Niall, who had stopped his pacing and was leaning against the wall of the cave, his eyes closed. The cut on his neck where Cerdic's knife had slashed him was bleeding, dropping crimson splashes onto the dark russet of his plaid.


The bundle of supplies lay on the ground.  She opened it and took out the water flask, then ripped a piece off the cloth wrapping and dampened it.  Gently, she began to clean the wound.  It looked sore and angry, and his teeth sank into his lip as he changed a groan into a curse.  He pulled the bundle toward him and extracted another small flask.


"It's a shame to waste this, but I canna risk dying from the bite of that cur."  He opened the flask and placed it in Wrelan's hands.  "Pour a few drops onto the cut.  But be careful, lassie, it's powerful strong.  Dinna use too much."


She tilted the flask slowly and clear amber liquid dripped out onto Niall's neck.  He winced as it flowed into the wound, then he took the flask back from her and held it to his lips.  


"That's better," he sighed.  "Take a wee sip, lassie, it'll do ye good."


She tipped the flask too far and got a mouthful, gulping it before she was ready.  It burned like fire all the way down and she choked and strangled, her eyes watering.  


"I told ye to be careful," Niall said, his voice full of laughter.


"Arghhh," she gasped. "What is it?" 


He took the flask from her, stoppered it firmly and stowed it in the bundle.  "It's whiskey, lass, and I warned ye just to sip.  Now ye'll be tipsy, like as not, and I'll have to carry ye again." 


"What's tipsy?" Wrelan giggled.  Her vision blurred, the rocks of the cave weaving together as one.  Niall’s scowl seemed less frightening...almost cute.


"It's what ye are at this minute," Niall said severely, but his eyes were twinkling. "Pull yourself together, now.  We must be off soon."


"Och," Wrelan said, "but willna the bird follow us?"


Niall made a mock-threatening gesture. "Make fun of me speech, would ye?  Never you mind the bird.  There are ways through these hills, and we'll be stay underground till we're out of its ken." 


Wrelan walked a few steps and pressed her hands to her head.  "I feel dizzy – as if I'm floating in the sea.  Niall, what is happening to me?"


He dug his hand inside the pack and held out a white floating substance.  At least it looked like it was floating to her.


"Here lass, eat a piece of bread and ye'll soon feel more yourself.  I should not have let ye drink."


She ate the bread and gradually the lightness in her head dissipated. "That... whiskey... made our danger seem small and easy to face," she said.  "Is it always like that?"


"It depends," Niall said.  "If ye take too much, ye can fall senseless.  And some it makes maudlin, so they cry and fret. But mostly, if ye take just a sip, it warms ye and gives ye a little comfort."


"Like Papa when he ate the weed," she mused.  She'd always been disgusted when Faustio had cried and wallowed or laughed without reason after his outings to the weed fields.  Now she realized it had been despair and loneliness that had driven him to it, so he could forget the pain of losing Mama for a little while.  More than ever, she longed to reunite her parents. She stifled the small voice whispering that Faustio might not be her father and felt impatient to be off.  "I feel better now.  Can we go?" she said.


"For sure we can.  Give me your hand and be careful. There is little light in the tunnels, and the way is rough."


She followed him through the labyrinth of passages, some so low they had to crawl, until it seemed they'd traveled for an eternity.  At length they came out into a small glen.  It was getting dark, the sky a deep translucent blue. They scanned the heavens carefully, but there was no sign of the shadowy bird.  A single star glimmered high up, small and silver, and impossibly far away.  The first moon, waning now into a sickle, thrust its tip over the shoulder of the hill.


"We shall stop here for the night," Niall said  "Ye must be tired and hungry, my lass."


Wrelan nodded, too weary to speak, and they went back into the cave.  Wordlessly, she opened the pack and set out bread and cheese and small apples.  They satisfied their hunger and drank from a trickle of water that fell into a hollow worn by the continual dripping.  There was no fire, just a tiny shuttered lantern from the pack. They huddled close together under Wrelan's cloak and very soon she was asleep.


When she woke, a little gray light was filtering into the cave.   She yawned and nestled close to Niall's warmth and he stirred, pulling her closer to him.  This was even nicer than the old one's cozy bed.  How tempting it was to snuggle down and drift back into sleep, rather than face the daunting prospect of another day of weary travel through who knew how many strides of caves and passages.  But Niall was awake, no doubt disturbed by her movements.  He was up and bustling as soon as he opened his eyes.  After a hasty meal, they were on their way again.


They went quickly across the glen and into another cave, this one in the highest, roughest hill Wrelan had yet seen.   Niall seemed uneasy, and once or twice stopped to listen, every muscle in his body tense.  She strained her own ears, but there was nothing save the distant plink of water dripping, and now and then a faint, far-off echo.  


"What do you hear?" she whispered.


"I thought it was the chink of mail. But it canna be.  They canna know where we are."


They stood for a while longer, and Niall finally turned.  "I canna hear it any more.  We should go."


He didn’t stop again, but he quickened the pace so she found it hard to keep up with him.  It was a long time before she lost the feeling that at any minute Skena's warriors would find them, and she'd feel a killing knife between her shoulder blades.


At what she judged must be mid-morning, they came to a subterranean lake.  It stretched away into the depths of the cavern like a sheet of obsidian and was lit from below by violet blue fire that writhed and flared incessantly, casting an eerie light about the rocky den.  Wrelan crept to the water's edge.  The drowned flames dazzled her and she thought she was back at the old one's hearth.  She started as the woman's clear voice spoke in her ear.  


"Through the waters of the North you have come, and through the bowels of the earth.  Now you must brave the dark flame, Daughter of Sea and Fire."

Wrelan shook her head and the visions fled.  "What is this place?"  She spoke softy, but her voice echoed in a repetitious, distorted song and she shivered.


"We are deep beneath Dundreggen," Niall replied.  "But come away, lassie.  The water is full of dangers."


 The dread in his voice lingered in the air long after he’d spoken.  "Dundreggan?" 


"It means the Hill of Dragons.  It is said there were Earth Dragons here once, to guide men and protect them from evil.  But they are long gone, and none who have tried to cross that lake have returned to tell what lies beyond."


"It is where I must go."  She was certain of it; she could feel the pull from within.  Her destiny lay at the other side.  She shuddered, fully aware of the price she might pay for this trek she had begun.


"Nay lassie.  Ye canna know what you're saying."


"I must.  I feel it."


He sighed, deep creases forming in his forehead, making her wish she could smooth them away.  "Very well, lassie.  Then I shall come with ye."


She shook her head.  "I go alone and you return to your Clan, as you promised your father."


"How can ye cross the water?  Are ye mad?  Ye'll drown, for sure."


She laughed softly, and the echoes laughed back, not mocking, but sweet and clear.  "I'm the daughter of the Sea Dragon.  I can swim like a fish."


He looked at her for many heartbeats, then he nodded.  "You must do what your spirit tells you, my lassie."  He closed the distance between them, and wrapped his arms about her.   "Wrelan, I shall be seventeen when the frost comes.  I must choose a wife.  If I have my way, she'll have silver hair and eyes the color of the loch on a quiet evening.  Do ye understand me?"


She gazed into his eyes, warm brown in the dim light, and nodded. She unpinned the old one's brooch from her cloak and fastened it to the plaid over his heart.  "The gods keep you safe," she whispered.


She knew there was little likelihood they would ever meet again, but there would never be another for her.  It may be that she would end her days secluded like the old one, but it was out of her hands.  He kissed her, a long and sweet caress against her lips, and her heart stirred as his love wrapped her like a warm cloak.


There was a sharp sound behind them, and she felt all his muscles tense as he sprang away, thrusting her behind him.  She gasped in horror.  Ten of Skena's warriors stood in the gloom.  The blue fire struck sparks from their mail and the long, wicked swords in their hand.  Could she stun that many with her smoke before the two of them were overpowered or killed?   She stretched her hands, but she wasn't given time to find out.


"Go," Niall said.  "Follow your spirit, and never look back. Farewell, my bonnie lass.  My love goes with ye."


He gave her a great push and she fell into the water.  And before she could break free, the current took her and she was whirled down into the flame-lit depths.

