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I —THE IBESSflGE
Seven words, written in dull black ink on athin parchment that smelled of oil and fish:The Crystal dims. The Chooser is summoned. . . .
The sun was gentle on the valley of Rin the day themessage came. A faint breeze ruffled the blossomsof the hoopberry trees in the orchard.
Rowan stood by the bukshah pool, breathing inthe sweet scent carried to him by the breeze. Asthe great beasts he tended drank, he gazed up at thesnow-capped Mountain that overlooked the val-ley. He could hear the sounds of the birds, theinsects chirruping in the grass, the people work-ing in the vegetable gardens and the fields. Hecould hear the bubbling of the stream as it rippled
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        through the village and w®und'away through thedreaming green hills behind him, on its journey tothe sea.
For Rowan, this seemed a day like any other. Andyet the messenger was already very near. He was nolonger just a flicker of shining blue in the distance.Already he was almost in sight of the village as hehalf ran, half stumbled through the hills, followingthe stream like a lifeline. Already his small webbedhands were feeling inside his cloak for the parch-ment he carried.
In just a few moments the bell in the villagesquare would ring, to signal his arrival, to call ameeting.
And after this day, for Rowan, nothing wouldever be the same again.
Rowan joined the crowd in the square, standing ontiptoe the better to see the messenger. He had comerunning, like the others, when he heard the bellring. Now he watched as Lann, the oldest person inthe village, took the parchment from the faintingMaris man and read it aloud.Seven words.
The Crystal dims. The Chooser is summoned.Afterward, Rowan remembered it all as though it
3
were a dream. Lann's voice, loud in the square. Herwrinkled hand holding out the parchment. Themidday sunlight filtering through the trees. Thesurprised, murmuring crowd.
The soft breezes and sweet scents of the valley ofRin moved about him. He was surrounded by peo-ple he had known all his life. Familiar birds sang inthe trees above his head. He felt no prickle of fear,or inner warning. All he felt was interest, and pleas-ure, because something unexpected had happenedto interrupt the routine of the day. A strange visitor,all the way from the coast, from the home of theMaris. And an even stranger message.
The Crystal dims. . . .
"What do you think it means?" Rowan whisperedto Jiller, his mother, standing tall and straightbeside him.
She didn't answer. But when he looked up at her,to ask her again, the words died on his lips. Jiller'sface was drained of color, and her eyes were fixedon the parchment in Lann's hand. Behind her,Strong Jonn of the Orchard moved to put an armaround her shoulders. His mouth was grim.
Rowan realized then that the message was ofgreat importance. But still he had no idea that it wassomething that was going to affect him.
Feeling a rising thrill pf excited curiosity, helooked again at the figure crouching in exhaustionon the hard stones of the village square. It was hisfirst glimpse of a Maris man. And none of the storiestold by villagers coming home from journeys to thecoast, none of the pictures he had seen in the houseof books, had prepared him for the reality He knewhe shouldn't stare, but it was hard to tear his eyesaway.
The man was clothed from wrist to ankle intight-fitting blue garments that glimmered in thesunlight. Light boots covered his feet. He had castaside the hood and gloves he had been wearingwhen he first staggered into the village. Now every-one could see the glistening, hairless, blue-whiteskin of his head, face, and neck, his flat, glassy-looking eyes, his wide mouth, and his small webbedhands.
He huddled, panting, at Lann's feet. She lookeddown at him, leaning heavily on her stick.
"What is your name. Maris man?" she askedabruptly.
"Perlain, of the clan Pandellis."
"How long since you left the coast, Perlain?"
"Four suns," gasped the man. His voice was dull
5
and rasping, and he raised his webbed hand to histhroat as he spoke, as if the words hurt him.
A murmur of surprise rose from the crowd. Ittook the people of Rin at least a week to travelbetween their valley and the coast. This man musthave run much of the way and barely slept. Nowonder he was exhausted. They looked at him withnew respect.
"You have made good time," said Lann. "You havedone well, Perlain of Pandellis."
"There is great danger," croaked the Maris man."The Chooser—"
"The Chooser of Rin has heard the summons andwill obey it," Lann said calmly. "There has alwaysbeen danger. But never in three hundred years havewe failed to answer the call. The Chooser and theFirstborn will leave for the coast with you at sunset."
Rowan's heart leaped. Danger! Someone wasabout to go into great danger. Someone from Rin.But what was the danger? What did all this mean?Who was the Chooser? Chooser of what?
Perlain was shaking his head. "No. Not—so long.Every hour—every minute—is precious!" His throatmoved as he swallowed painfully.
"You have been traveling in the sun, as well as
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under the moon, for too Ipng. You must rest. Youmust soak. Or you will die, Perlain," said Lann.
"It does not matter." The Maris man wet his drylips. "The death of one is—of no account."
"This is your belief, but not ours," Lann answeredfirmly. "And besides, our people must prepare forthe journey. The Chooser will leave at sunset." Sheraised her voice. "Is it agreed?"
There was a moment's silence. Rowan looked upcuriously into Lann's face. She was frowning, star-ing at someone in the crowd. Someone very near toRowan.
He turned his head to see who it was. All aroundhim, other children and most of the adults weredoing the same thing. But a few of the adults' faceswere serious and intent.
They know, he thought. They know.
"Is it agreed?" Lann repeated. "Does the Chooseragree?"
Rowan felt a movement as someone stepped for-ward to stand alone in the center of the square.
"Yes," said a quiet voice. "I agree. We leave at sun-set.
The Maris man looked eagerly toward the sound,then bowed his head, touching his forehead to theground.
THE MESSAGE
7
"Chooser of Rin, who holds the fate of Maris inyour hands, I greet you in the name of the Keeperof the Crystal," he said. "1 am your servant. I am thesand beneath your feet. My life is yours."
Rowan blinked, and gasped. He couldn't believewhat was happening. He couldn't understand it.
This can't be right! 1 would have known of it.There must be some mistake, he thought wildly.
But there was no mistake.
The person accepting the reverence of thecrouching Maris man, the person the message hadcalled the Chooser, the person who was about to gointo unknown peril, was Jiller, his mother.
2-°THE CRVSTflL OFin fl R [ S
"What is happening? Mother, tell me!"Rowan clutched at Jiller's arm as they hur-ried home from the square. But she strodeon, frowning and silent.
"Wait, skinny rabbit," Strong Jonn muttered tohim. He jerked his head at the chattering crowdbehind them. "Your mother will not speak till we arealone. Be patient." His voice was as confident asalways, but Rowan could tell by his face that he wasworried and shaken.
Jonn and Jiller walked quickly on. Rowan's young 'sister, Annad, skipped along in front of them. Annadunderstood little of what had happened in thesquare. She and her friends had been far too busy
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        whispering to one another and peeping at thestrange-looking Maris man to pay attention to any-thing else.
Rowan stumbled behind, his mind whirling withquestions, thoughts, and fears.
All he understood so far was that his mother hadto go to Maris. That he, her firstborn child, had togo with her. And that some terrible danger awaitedthem at the end of the journey.
But what danger? And why did they have to goat all?
Maris. Rowan tried to remember all he knewabout it. Timon the teacher had told the childrenmany tales of the land on the coast. Tales of ser-pents of the sea, of battles and storms—and some ofthe history of the strange Maris folk.
But suddenly Rowan remembered one special dayunder the Teaching Tree. A warm summer's day.
Timon had been showing them pictures from abook. Pictures of Maris folk. They all looked aliketo Rowan, except that some wore silver, some blue,and some green.
"The Maris are a secret people," Tmon had said,pointing to the pictures one by one. 'Though theytrade freely with us and others from across the sea.
they do not open their hearts to strangers, and littleis known of them.
"But some things we do know. The Maris aredivided into three tribes, or clans: the silver clan ofUmbray, the green clan of Fisk, the blue clan ofPandellis. in ancient times the clans fought bitterly.Every night, it is said, the sea ran with blood, andthe serpents feasted on Maris flesh.
"But for a thousand years the clans have beenunited under one all-powerful leader—the Keeperof the Crystal. The first Keeper was a man calledOrin the Wise. It was he who found the Crystal, atreasure of great power and mystery, in a cavebeneath the Maris sea. . . ."
Rowan was tired that day. He had been woken inthe night by a bad dream, and it had taken him along time to fall back to sleep.
So he was half drowsing under the TeachingTree, listening to Timon with only part of his mind.
"Rowan of the Bukshah! What did I just say?"
Timon's voice jerked him wide awake.
"Ah—ah—there are three clans. . . ." he stam-'mered, feeling himself blush. "Their leader is—theKeeper of the Crystal."
The other children giggled and nudged oneanother. They knew how shy Rowan was. And usu-
ally he was quiet and good in lessons. They thoughtit was funny to see him caught out.
Timon frowned warningly at them, and went on."Very well. Once there was a fourth clan, the clan ofMirril. They were experts in poison. They created athousand and one deadly poisons, and for everypoison, an antidote. But the Mirril were alldestroyed when the Zebak invaded the coast threehundred years ago."
Again he looked at Rowan, his gray eyes piercing.
"What else happened three hundred years ago.Rowan?"
"That was when our ancestors came here, and Rinbegan," Rowan said in a low voice.Timon nodded.
"Correct. The Zebak have tried to invade thecoast of this land many times. But three hundredyears ago they came with an army of warrior slaveschained to the oars of their ships. Those slaves wereour ancestors."
Timon's face was grave as he continued.
"The morning the Zebak landed, all the Marisclans were meeting in their separate meetinghouses.No one had been left outside on guard. No oneknew the enemy had come. The Zebak crept up tothe Mirril house and threw an exploding fire inside.
There was a great roar. Sheets 6f flame shot up tothe sky. The building fell and burned. Everyonedied. Not a single member of the Mirril clan wasleft alive. No man, no woman, no child."
Timon had everyone's attention now. The chil-dren under the Teaching Tree were silent. All wellknew the terror of fire.
"Our ancestors saw this happen," Timon went on."They saw the Zebak laugh as the fire raged. Thehorror of that moment was one of the reasons theywere roused to turn against the Zebak at last. Theybroke their chains and joined the people of thisland to fight and defeat their enemy. It was the mostimportant day in our history."
Then Timon did a strange thing. He closed thebook and leaned forward. And suddenly it seemedto Rowan that Timon was speaking to him alone.
"We must never forget," Timon said slowly, hiseyes fixed on Rowan's, "that the Maris folk havebeen vital to our safety ever since. For the Marisguard the coast. Without them, the Zebak wouldhave come and claimed us again, long ago. TheZebak plot ceaselessly against this land, and theygrow more cunning with every year that passes. Wemust never lose the trust of the Maris, whatever thecost."
Soon afterward, the lesson had ended. Thinkingabout it later, Rowan decided that he had been fool-ish to think that Timon was speaking particularly tohim. For why should this story be more special toRowan than it was to any of the other Rin children?
But now, the message from Maris still ringing inhis ears, he felt differently.
Timon was speaking especially to me that day, hethought, his heart beginning to thud. Timon knewthat some day the message from Maris would come.He was warning me that I must not fight it. That 1must do my duty.
What duty?
It was something to do with the Crystal. Thefabled Crystal of Maris.
The Crystal dims. The Chooser is summoned.
Tew outside Maris understand just how powerfuland mysterious the Crystal is. Very few," Timon hadsaid once.
And again his gray eyes had seemed to flick inRowan's direction.
Rowan's steps slowed. Yes. The Crystal was atthe heart of this. Had Timon said anything moreabout it?
Just one thing. And he had said it gravely, asthough it was very important.
"The Maris live long. FaF longer than we of Rin.And the Keepers reach a greater age than any ofthem, because of the power of the Crystal. But stillthere comes a time when each Keeper knows deathis near. At this time the Crystal begins to lose its fireand its strength. Then a new Keeper must be cho-sen, to take the old one's place. The new Keepermust join with the Crystal before the old Keeperdies, so that its power is not lost."
The Crystal dims. . . .
Rowan's throat tightened. Suddenly he saw whatthe message meant. Far away in Maris, the Keeperof the Crystal was dying. A new Keeper had to bechosen.
But why had the message come to Jiller? Whyhad the messenger called her the Chooser? Whatdid she, a woman of Rin, have to do with theKeeper of the Crystal?
Rowan looked up and saw that Jiller and Jonnhad stopped and were waiting for him. They hadreached the pathway that led into their garden andthe fields beyond. Annad had run through the gatealready, leaving it gaping wide.
F4e hurried to join them.
"Go into the house now, Rowan," Jiller said in a
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low voice. "Pack clothes for the journey. Warmclothes, for it w^ill be cold in Maris. Then go to thebukshah fields and make Star ready. She will have tocome with us to carr\^ our supplies."
She waited for him to go, to do as she had asked,but he hesitated.
"Make haste now,' she said sharply. "We leave atsunset."
Rowan stood where he was. 'Please, Mother," hesaid. "Why do we have to go? How can you bethis—this Chooser?"
"Jiller . . . you must tell him," Strong Jonn urgedher. "You can delay no longer."
Jiller sighed. She closed the gate and gazed outover the crops that rippled like a green sea beforeher. "I am the Chooser because I was born to thetask. Rowan," she said finally. "It is a duty that hasbeen handed down through our family for hundredsof years."
"Our family?" Rowan could hardly believe whathe was hearing. "But—why? And why did 1 notknow of it before? Lann knew it. Jonn knew it.Timon knew it. Many must have known of it." Hefelt a quick rush of baffled anger. "Why did no onetell me?" he demanded.
"It is a thing known to f^w in^Rin, by the wish ofthe Maris/' said Jonn, putting a steadying hand onRowan's shoulder.
"Perhaps I should have told you before now. But Idid not want to trouble you until it was necessary,"Jiller said, still looking straight ahead. "You havealways been—one who worries about things,Rowan."
Rowan flinched. He knew very well that had hebeen a stronger, braver person, his mother wouldhave shared the secret with him long ago.
She seemed to understand what he was feeling,for she glanced at him quickly and touched hishand. "I wanted to protect you for as long as 1could," she whispered. "That is all."
"Well, the time to tell the truth has come," saidStrong Jonn. "Now Rowan must hear the wholestory."
CHOOSER
^And so at last, pacing beneath the trees in' the garden, Rowan heard the secret that his  mother had kept from him for so long.
When the Zebak had invaded the coast, on theday Timon had called the most important in Rin'shistory, they had timed their arrival carefully. Theirspies had told them that the Crystal of Maris wasfading. The Keeper was dying. The Choosing of anew Keeper was about to begin.
The Zebak were sure that this was the perfecttime to attack. Not only because the jealous Marisclans were busy plotting so that one of their ownwould be chosen as the new Keeper. But alsobecause the Crystal itself was weak, and would notgrow strong again until the Choosing was over.
The Zebak knew that tjrie Choosing was gov-erned by special rules, set down by Orin the Wise.Orin had realized that when he died, each clanwould demand that one of its own must be Keeper.He did not want the power of the Crystal to be lostwhile the clans fought over it.
Orin's rules were simple. The Candidates forKeeper would go together to the Island in the Marisharbor. Not to fight, because the Maris did notgreatly prize physical strength, but to take specialtests of cleverness and cunning. The Candidateswould be judged by a single Chooser. WhicheverCandidate was chosen at the end of the tests wouldbe the new Keeper of the Crystal.
Orin was clever, and he understood his peoplewell. He knew that the Chooser had to be someoneeveryone could trust. So he decreed that theChooser would always come from his own clan, theclan of Mirril. But in return for this honor no Mirrilcould ever again be Keeper of the Crystal.
The Mirril Chooser would select from only threeCandidates—one from Fisk, one from Umbray, onefrom Pandellis. In this way the Chooser's clanwould have nothing to lose or gain. The choicewould always be fair.
The people accepted Orin's decree. It held for
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centuries—until something happened that evenOrin himself could not have foreseen.
The Zebak attacked while the old Keeper laydying. And their very first act was to destroy theMirril.
Not by chance. Not because the Mirril house wasclosest to the shore. But because they wanted todestroy the Chooser clan. They wanted to stop anew Keeper from being chosen. Then the Crystalwould fade forever and victory would be theirs.
Their plan nearly succeeded. There were Candi-dates for Keeper, but with the Mirril all dead, therewas no Chooser. And even in this crisis, with a bat-tle raging on Maris shores, the Fisk, Pandellis, andUmbray clans would not agree to leave the choiceto one of their own. Nor would they leave it to theKeeper himself, who was in any case dying andunable to move from the Cavern of the Crystalwhere he lay.
But the Zebak had forgotten one thing: TheCrystal, even dim, carried within it the wisdom ofthe ages. And the old Keeper, even dying, had thecunning of Orin himself.
The old Keeper knew where he could find aChooser his people would accept. He turned to thestrangers—the warrior slaves who had risen up
against their Zebak masters and were fightingbeside his own people. With the help of the Crys-tal, he selected a man to be the Chooser. That manwas Jiller's ancestor, and Rowan's. His name wasLieth.
"So while the battle raged, Lieth went to theIsland and chose the new Keeper," Jiller said. "TheCrystal began to shine with new, radiant life. Myfather told me that its power is at its strongest whena new Keeper is chosen. And so it proved that day.
"Immediately the tide of the battle turned. TheZebak were beaten and driven away. This land wassaved. And our ancestors were freed from slavery, tostart a new life."
"That was hundreds of years ago," said Rowan.
Jiller nodded. "It was. But the duty Lieth acceptedat Maris that day has been passed down throughour family ever since."
"It is a great honor," said Jonn quietly.
"A great honor, and at the same time, a curse."Jiller's face was set and pale.
"Why?" begged Rowan. "Why a curse?"
Jiller put out her hand and grasped the latch ofthe door.
"Because to be a Chooser in Maris is to be in ter-rible danger,' she whispered. "It is to risk death."
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Suddenly she spun around and took Rowan's facein her hands. "I would give anything to spare you,Rowan. Anything. And yet I cannot spare you. Imust take you with me, to take my place as Choosershould I die. And each of us must face whatevercomes with courage. Each of us. Alone."
She dropped her hands from Rowan's cheeks,turned, and hurried mto the house.
Rowan followed her inside, hlis mmd was filledwith confusion and fear. ''Why, Mother? Whyshould we be in danger?' he cried. "Because of theZebak? Because they know the time to attack thecoast is when the Crystal is dim?"
"No:" Jiller cried sharply. Her eyes were fierce.
Rowan shrank back. It frightened him to see hismother like this. She was usually so calm andunafraid.
"Jillerl" Strong Jonn stepped forward. "Let us sitdown. We will sit, eat, and drink. And you cananswer Rowan's questions as they should beanswered. In peace."
"There is no time—" began Jiller, wringing herhands. And then, quite suddenly, she gave m. Hershoulders slumped. She pulled out a chair and satdown at the table.
"You are right," she said softly. "I am at fault. I
have carried this burden aIo;ie for so long that it ishard for me to share it, now that the moment hascome." She shook her head. "My father said thesame thing to me, in his time."
"Did Grandfather choose a Keeper?" askedRowan, sitting down timidly beside her. His grand-father had died when he was a small child. Rowanmainly remembered a wide, gentle smile, blue eyes,and hands, hard and rough from work in the fields,carving animals from wood with a small, sharpknife.
Jiller shook her head. "No, my father was neversummoned," she said. "The present Keeper was cho-sen by his mother, my grandmother. But Fatherknew the Crystal would almost certainly dim in mylifetime. And it grieved him, very much."
Jonn put bread, cheese, and milk on the table."Eat, Jiller," he said. "And Rowan, you eat, too. Youwill need all your strength in the days to come.Missing meals will help nothing."
They began to eat the food. And Jonn was right.Rowan thought. Eating did help. He had not real-'ized he was so hungry.
"So to be the Chooser is dangerous," he said ascalmly as he could. "Why is that?"
"It is because the Maris have not changed,"
23
growled Jonn. 'The jealousy between the clans islike a madness." He put his hand on Jiller's arm. "Tellhim the rest, Jiller."
Rowan's mother nodded reluctantly and began tospeak again.
"As each Keeper grows old, the Maris clans pre-pare for the Choosing. Each clan has at least oneCandidate, trained from his or her earliest years forthe tests to come. The people of each clan will doanything, anything at all, to make sure their Candi-date will win. They will steal, spy, cheat, and lie.They will even kill, if they suspect that the Chooseris favoring another."
She crumbled the bread on her plate, staring at itwith unseeing eyes. "Many in our family have diedin Maris. My great-grandfather was the last. Griev-ing and in fear, my grandmother, his firstborn child,had to take his place as Chooser while he lay deadin the Cavern of the Crystal. She did it bravely, it issaid, though she was only fifteen."
Rowan felt his stomach turn over. But he forcedhimself to keep silent.
Jiller went on. "She had always known the dan-ger. Many others in our family had died in the cen-turies before that, killed by jealous Candidates orclan spies. Very, very often, the Choosing has
brought death to the Chooser. Poison. Sharp bladesin the dead of night. Bodies bound with nets andthrown into the hungry sea."
Rowan looked at his mother in horror. "But . . .that is madness."
Jonn nodded. "As I told you. Madness," heechoed. "A madness that has been going on for athousand years."
"It is the Maris way." Jiller sighed. "There is nopoint in raging against it. Now, at least, the clanssavage one another only when the Crystal dims.Once a new Keeper has been chosen, the Maris willcome together again, swearing loyalty, and obeyingtheir leader without question. So it has alwaysbeen."
So it has always been. . . .
Rowan took a deep breath. "If both of us arekilled," he said in a level voice, "does that mean thatAnnad—?"
"No." Jiller smiled tiredly. "My one happiness isthat Annad is too young to be summoned. If youand I should die, Rowan, the duty passes to another.To Timon. For his family is the next in line."
Timon. So that was why Timon's eyes had beenso grave as he spoke of the Crystal of Maris.
THE CHOOSER
25
Jonn pushed his plate away and stood up. "Well,"he said, Ve have talked, we have eaten, and nowwe must work. If we are to leave at sunset there ismuch to do."
Jiller looked up, startled. "We?" she asked. "Youare not coming with us, are you, Jonn?"
"Of course," he said. "Do you think 1 would letyou and Rowan go alone?"
She shook her head. "Jonn, this is my duty, andRowan's. But there is no need for you to put yourselfinto danger also. No need."
"There is every need," Jonn said gently. "Youknow it. You know, too, that if Rowan's father werealive he would have gone with you to the coast. Tobe with Rowan while you are at the Choosing, if fornothing else. You must allow me the same right."
"We are betrothed, not married yet. And now,perhaps . . ." Jiller's voice trembled, and she turnedher face away.
Rowan felt his breath catch in his throat.
Jonn gripped the edge of the table, his eyes hard."Do not say such things," he said loudly. "All will bewell. You will be safe, and so will Rowan. 1 will seeto It.
The words were brave. But Rowan knew that
Jonn, for all his strength, could not protect themagainst what they were about to face. No one couldprotect them.
His mother's voice echoed in his mind.
Each of us mustjace whatever comes with courage. Each ojus. Alone.
i=-THE JOURHEV
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        They left at sunset. Few saw them go. OnlyTimon and old Lann came to the edge ofthe village to say farewell.
Annad was to stay with Marlie the weaver whileJiller and Rowan were away. She would be safethere, and happy. And she would feel important,too, for she was to care for the bukshah in Rowan'splace.
'And if—" Jiller had whispered to Marlie. "IfRowan and I do not return . . ."
"I will care for Annad as if she were my own,"Marlie said quickly. "Do not fear. But Jiller—youwill return. You will."
Old Lann echoed those words as she farewelledthem.
"You will return/' she said, her strong, wrinkledface showing none of the fear that perhaps she felt."One of you at least will reti5rn. The summons hascome late. The Maris man has told me that theKeeper is weakening very quickly. There will be notime to send to Rin for another Chooser. For whichTimon, no doubt, is grateful."
Timon bowed his head. "That is not so. I wouldtake Jiller's place willingly, if I could. But the Marisfolk will not accept me as Chooser while she andRowan live."
Lann glanced at Perlain, who was waiting impa-tiently by the stream. "Maris is not what it was," shemumbled. "Bound hand and foot by rules, and fol-lowing old ways, the people learn nothing. TheKeepers guard the Crystal, but do not use it as oncethey did. They fear new ideas. They will notchange. They will not grow. Yet the Zebak becomemore cunning with every year."
She frowned fiercely. "I beg you, Jiller, and you.Rowan of the Bukshah, if the duty comes to you, tochoose wisely and well."
"I will try," Jiller murmured. Rowan swallowed,and nodded.
Lann bent forward. "And take care," she added ina harsh whisper. "Those slippery Maris devils will
29
be watching you every moment. Now go. Ourthoughts and our trust go with you."
For years, like every other child in Rin, Rowan hadwanted to visit the coast. He had longed to gaze atthe great ocean, sparkling, moving, blue as far asthe eye could see.
He had imagined himself watching the mysteri-ous, pale-skinned Maris folk sailing their boats intothe sunrise, gliding like fish through the waves inthe midday heat, mending nets at dusk. Safe athome in his green valley, he had shivered withpleasant fear at the thought of the huge, glisteningcoils and dripping jaws of the sea serpents huntingtheir prey under the moon.
Rowan had seen so many pictures and heard somany stories about this place. He longed to see itall for himself.
He had thought he would travel to the home ofthe Maris on one of the Rin trading trips. Everyyear a group of villagers set out, excited and full oftalk. Four or five great beasts from the bukshahherd went with them, pulling wagons loaded withcheese, fruit, vegetables, woven bukshah wool, andother goods.
Rowan always ran from his work in the bukshah
fields to watch them go. And three or four weekslater he stood with the crowd to welcome themhome again.
If trade had gone well, the Rin goods would begone from the wagons. In their place would be bun-dles of dried fish, jars of oil, packages of salt, andsponges.
The returning villagers would show the smallthings they had bought for themselves and theirfriends: strange, beautiful ornaments carved fromdriftwood and pearl shell,- tiny, hard, speckled bis-cuits that tasted of the sea,- glittering fish-skin belts,-necklaces bright with tiny crystals. Rowan listenedto their tales with excitement and envy.
One day, he told himself, I will be old enoughand strong enough to go to the coast. One day . . .
But that day had arrived far sooner than he hadexpected. And it had come in a way that hadshocked him. For a reason he had never dreamed of.
The days and nights passed. It was a long journey. Ahard journey, too, for they traveled by night, and in-haste. Stumbling along the rough ground in thedark, following first the stream and then the riverthat led to the sea, all of them had grown veryweary. Although they took what rest they could
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during the day, it was difficult to sleep deeply andlong with the sun bright in the sky.
They traveled by night for the sake of Perlain,the Maris man. Away from the sea spray his softskin dried and cracked. The sun of the inland, evenat this gentle season, burned him.
He did not thank them for their care. He toldthem not to spare him. He said that time was tooprecious to waste. But after three nights of walking,he was too tired to argue further. He simplyretreated into silence.
At night he flitted ahead of them, his feet soft onthe grass, his blue clothes shining in the moonlight.During the day he soaked in the river while theyslept on the bank.
One afternoon, when they were nearly at theirjourney's end. Rowan woke from an uneasy doze tosee Perlain step dripping from the water and sitdown on the grass.
The shadows were long. Rowan knew that soonit would be time for them to eat and be on their wayonce more. But Jiller and Jonn were still asleep.Even Star was dozing. On an impulse. Rowan gotup and went over to the Maris man.
Perlain watched him approach. His flat eyesshowed neither surprise nor welcome.
Rowan had thought he might try to talk to Per-lain, ask him questions about Maris. But now hefound he did not know how to begin. He stared athim dumbly, very aware of the Maris man's oddappearance, his strange, fishy smell.
"Did you sleep well, Firstborn of the Chooser?"Perlain asked politely.
"Yes, thank you," said Rowan, untruthfully. "Didyou?"
Perlain shrugged, and his thin lips curved into asmile. "I will be home by morning," he said simply.
He looked at the sky. "It is time for the Chooserto awake," he said. Obviously he wanted Rowan toleave him.
Rowan bit his lip. "Perlain," he said, in a rush."The Crystal of Maris. Could you tell me about it?"
Perlain stared. "1 am only the Keeper's Messen-ger. I do not know all the secrets of the Crystal."
"I do not want to know the secrets," Rowan said."Just the things everyone in Maris must know. Evenwe in Rin know a little. The Crystal was found longago by a man called Orin the Wise. I know that. But.I do not know where it was found, or how. Couldyou not tell me that, at least?"
Perlain seemed to consider for a moment. Then,
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slowly, he nodded. "I will tell you what I know," hesaid.
He looked out across the river.
''Orin was fishing, unwisely, as the sun wentdown," he began. "The full moon had risen. TheGreat Serpent, the mother of all the other serpentsof the sea, rose from the dark water, upset Orin'sboat, and hunted him to the Island in the harbor."
Rowan shuddered. In the house of books therewas a picture of the Great Serpent of Maris. It hadalways filled him with true fear. A huge, twisting,scaly beast, with the head of a dragon and the bodyof a giantic snake, rose from the sea. A boat filledwith screaming Maris folk, their hands pressed totheir ears, was crushed in its terrible, dripping jaws.
Perlain smiled slightly and went on. "In his terror,Orin fled into a cave, and from there he plungedthrough a dark tunnel that led deep below the sea.
"In a small, rocky cavern, he found the Crystal.When he touched it, it began to glow—as though ahundred rainbow fires were trapped inside it. Hestayed in the cavern all night, and the next morninghe carried the Crystal to the shore.
"The people knew at once that the Crystal was agreat wonder, though in those days no one guessed
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just how powerful it was. They,soon found that itshone only for Orin. And they saw that he had beenchanged by it. Suddenly he could see things theycould not. Feel fish below the surface of the sea. Senseserpents lurking. Taste the wind and say when stormswere coming. Even see into other people's hearts.
"And Orin was changed in other ways. Before hefound the Crystal, he had been filled with hatredfor clans not his own. Yet now, though his clanurged him to use his new power to destroy its rivals,he would not. He shared with everyone the knowl-edge and wisdom of the Crystal."
''So he became the Maris leader," Rowan put in.'The first Keeper."
"Yes. By the power of the Crystal," said Perlain."And then everything happened as he had said itwould. Once the people put their minds to build-ing, and planning, and gathering food, instead ofwarring with one another, our nation prospered.Other Keepers followed Orin, each chosen accord-ing to the rules he laid down. And the Crystal—"
"Yes." Rowan prompted him eagerly. "What ofthe Crystal?"
"As the years went on, it was found that theCrystal was more, much more, than even Orin hadthought."
THE JOURNEY
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Perlain hesitated, then continued, choosing hiswords carefully. "The Crystal does not just give. Ittakes and keeps, also. It now contains all the knowl-edge of Maris. When an old Keeper dies, all hislearning and experience passes into the Crystal.And from there it passes into the new Keeper. Sonothing is lost. Everything is remembered."
"So each Keeper is wiser than the Keepers of thepast!" Rowan exclaimed. "Wiser and more powerful."
"So it is said."
"No wonder, then, that to be Keeper is a greatprize," said Rowan. "Everyone in Maris must long tobe chosen as a Candidate."
"Oh, no," Perlain answered softly. "Not everyone.I, for one, cannot think of anything I would care forless."
And then, suddenly seeming to feel he had saidtoo much, he jumped lightly to his feet and movedaway.
Rowan looked out over the river. The water ranswiftly, carrying sticks and leaves with it, movingendlessly toward the ocean.
Tomorrow, Rowan thought, we will be wherethat water is going. We will be at the place wherethe river meets the sea.
Tomorrow we will be in Maris.
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        Footsore, cold, and tired to his bones,Rowan felt the stinging wind in his face,tasted salt on his lips, and stared with
watering eyes at the endless, wave-capped sea. Hishand reached for the comforting warmth of Star'srough mane.
Star rumbled deep in her throat and swayedagainst him. Like Rowan, she was far from home.She longed for the sweet air of the valley of Rin andthe soft grass of the bukshah fields.
She did not like the chill wind that blew the salt-spray into her small black eyes and the sharp, fishyscent into her tender nose. She did not like the sandand pebbles under her hoofs. She did not like the
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dim stable where she was tethered or the strange,silent people who stared at her as they passed.
"You will feel better when you have rested, Star,"Rowan murmured to her, rubbing her nose. "We willall feel better then."
He knew he was talking to himself as much as toher.
The wind blew harder. Star pawed the ground,turning her head away from the stable door, awayfrom the noise of the wind and the stinging sand.
"I must go now," said Rowan. "Jonn will be wait-ing for me. But I will be back to see you soon."
Star rumbled unhappily.
"Your water is here, and your food. Eat and drink,now, then sleep," Rowan urged her. "Sleeping willmake the time pass more quickly."
He patted Star's humped neck one more time,then turned away. He hoped his comforting wordswere true. He hated leaving Star alone, locked uplike this. But the Maris had nowhere else to keep her.
At least here she will be safe. Rowan thought ashe barred the stable door behind him and begantrudging along the pebbled street to the place wherehe and Jonn were to stay. The stable was strong,built of the rocklike bricks the Maris made and used
for their own houses. The fearsome creatures thatslithered from the sea to hilnt in the darkness of thenight could not break those strong walls down.
Perlain had told him this, smiling slightly, withhis head on one side. It was not the way of theMaris people to bond closely with animals. Perlainwas amused that Rowan cared so much for Star, buthe was far too polite to say so.
Rowan looked out again into the harbor, wherethe Island hunched, dark and covered with thickforest, beaten by waves and wind. He could see nomovement on its rocky shore, but his mother mightalready be there, hidden among the trees. She hadbeen taken away as soon as they arrived in Maris.And that was a couple of hours ago at least.
Rowan and Jonn had been told that she would gofirst to the Cavern of the Crystal and then to theIsland. There she would stay until the Choosingwas complete.
Rowan gazed at the glittering sea and the blackshape of the Island, but he did not really see them.He no longer saw the shore of Maris, or the hard,,pebbled street on which he stood, or the roundedhouses that crowded one against the other behindhim. He no longer noticed the curious glances ofthe passing Maris folk.
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In his mind he was back in Rin, standing by thebukshah pool. The bukshah rumbled and snortedaround him. His mother was working in the fields.Strong Jonn was in the orchard. All was quiet. Allwas safe. . . .
Rowan felt a hand on his shoulder and jumped.He spun around to see Perlain looking at himinquiringly.
"What are you doing here, alone, Firstborn of theChooser?" the Maris man asked. "Why are you notin the safe house, with Jonn of the Orchard, whereI left you?"
"I—1 was seeing to Star, my bukshah," stammeredRowan.
A weary smile crossed Perlain's face. "You peopleof Rin are very strange. Do you want to be foundtomorrow morning in a ditch, stabbed to the heart,my friend? Is this beast, this bukshah, so importantthat you would risk that?"
"There is no reason why anyone should wish tokill me, Perlain," said Rowan stoutly. "I have doneno harm to anyone. And 1 do not know anythingabout the Choosing, as yet. 1 have not even seenthe Candidates. No one could know how I wouldvote, should it be left to me."
A cloud seemed to veil Perlain's pale eyes for a
moment. Then once more his mouth curved in asmile. "You are wiser than ydli seem, Rowan of Rin/'he murmured. "And yet not as wise as you believe.The Candidates study the ways of Rin, and yourfamily more than any. Their trainers know how youthink. They have collected news of you since theday you were born."
Rowan's cheeks grew hot despite the icy wind.He did not like to think of his life being spied onfrom a distance by cold, pale-eyed strangers. Heglanced at Perlain, and his face showed clearly howhe felt.
The Maris man spread his small webbed hands.
"That is how it has always been," he said. "It isbest that you understand. Come with me now, tothe safe house. And I would suggest that from nowon you wait there and that you do not go into thestreets alone."
He took Rowan by the arm and drew him ondown the pebbled street.
"I have to visit Star at least twice a day," saidRowan stubbornly. "To fill her water bowl and giveher food. She is lonely, and perhaps afraid."
"And you are not afraid?" Perlain stared at him.His flat eyes seemed to pierce Rowan's soul. Thenhe nodded. "Oh, yes. I see it now. You are afraid.
41
but you are trying not to show that you are. This isthe way of Rin, is it not?"
Rowan said nothing. He walked on, feeling Per-lain's cool breath on his cheek. He saw the otherMaris people, especially those who wore the silverand green of the Umbray and Fisk clans, staring andwhispering as they passed. Perhaps they were won-dering what Perlain was saying to him. Wonderingif Perlain was taking advantage of his place as theKeeper's Messenger. If he was singing the praises ofthe Candidate from the clan of Pandellis. Just incase the Firstborn should become the Chooser.
The low voice went on, close to his ear. "Yet youare different from others 1 have met. Different fromthe loud, large people who come to trade with useach year. Different from your tall, brave mother,the Chooser. Your eyes have the look of one whohas seen the Great Serpent and lived. Deep, and fullof knowledge. Strange in a boy so young. 1 haveknown only one other."
Rowan stumbled and looked down at his feet, notknowing what to say.
"You keep silence," said Perlain. "This is good. Insilence, you are safe." He stopped and pointed."There is your safe house," he said. "I will go withyou no farther. Food will be brought to you soon.
Our finest fish. The eggs of the Kirrian worm, gath-ered fresh from the sands diis morning. But I sug-gest you keep to your own supplies.""Why?" asked Rowan.
Perlain shrugged. "You may find that somethingin a Maris dish does not agree with you/' he saidcalmly. "Tell your friend Jonn, if you wish. If youvalue his life as much as you value your own."
He bowed and moved away, slipping like a blueshadow down a narrow lane between two housesand disappearing from sight.
Rowan paced the last few steps to the smallbuilding where he was to stay with Jonn.
Perlain was warning him of poison. Poisonedfood, poisoned drink.
Jiller had taken her own food and drink with herto the Island. She, Rowan, and Jonn had all agreedon this. But they had not thought that Jonn andRowan would have to take similar care. Not sosoon. Not unless the worst happened, and Jiller waskilled.
The people oj each clan will do anything, anything at allto make sure their Candidate will win. They will steal spy,cheat, and lie. They will even kill if ihey suspect that theChooser is favoring another.
Take care. Mother, thought Rowan, pressing his
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hands together. Do not let anyone know how youare feeling. Do not even hint at which Candidateyou think the best. Guard your words, and yourface, and even your thoughts. . . .
For perhaps, after a thousand years of the Crys-tal, the Keeper was not the only one in Maris whocould read thoughts. Rowan remembered how Per-lain's pale eyes had searched his. Perlain hadseemed to know what he was thinking. Could it be?If so, then Jiller could not be safe, however carefulshe was.
She would not be safe until she was back in theCavern of the Crystal, until she had put a hand onthe shoulder of one of the Candidates and had saidthe words she had whispered to Rowan on the jour-ney to this place. The words every Chooser hadsaid since the time of Orin.
The Chooser has made the Choice. Let the other Candidatesleave this place.
Rowan found that he was panting with fear.Deliberately, he slowed his breath. He rubbed hissweating hands on his shirt. He knew he had tokeep calm. As calm as his mother would want himto be. But it was hard. So hard.
He wondered for the thousandth time whetherJiller had been right to keep their family's secret
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from him all these years. Would it have been betterto have been prepared?
Or would the story have burdened his child-hood, as it was burdening him now? Would he haveworried about it, and feared every day the comingof the Maris messenger? Would his dreams havebeen haunted by pale, watchful people with coldeyes and webbed hands, a rocky black island circledby foam, a crystal burning like fire?
Rowan heard a sound and looked up. The peopleon the street were parting to let a hurrying groupthrough. A group of three, two men and a woman,wearing capes that flapped and snapped in thewind.
One man wore the silver of Umbray, the otherthe blue of Pandellis. The woman wore the green ofFisk. Their faces were serious. They were comingstraight toward him. Something had happened.Something terrible.
Rowan's whole body began to shake. His heartfelt as though it were bursting. He heard mutteringaround him as a crowd gathered to watch. The-three Maris stopped in front of him and bowed low.The man in blue glanced at the others and began tospeak.
''Chooser of Rin, who holds the fate of Maris in
DANGER
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your hands, I greet you in the name of the Keeperof the Crystal—" he began.
As his voice droned on, whispers rose from thecrowd on the street, filling Rowan's ears, risingand falling, hissing like wave foam on the sand.Chooser . . . Chooser . . . the mother . . . Poison . . .Poison . . . Poison . . .
And as the red tide of horror rose and floodedRowan's mind, a single thought floated to the sur-face. Jiller had been right to keep him in ignorancefor as long as she could. For nothing she could havetold him would have prepared him for this agony.Nothing at all.
6 —poison
"Who has done this?" Rowan heard his ownvoice speaking as though from far away.'There is no way of telling/' said thetaller of the men, the man of Umbray. "Your motherfell ill on the Island. She was there alone with theCandidates. The Choosing had just begun." Hisface showed no expression at all. His flat eyes werecold.
One of the Candidates, thought Rowan. One whothought he or she was going to lose. His head swam.There is no way of telling.But there had to be.
The green-clad woman looked at the sun. "Wemust hurry," she said. "The Crystal dims. The Choos-
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ing must go on. Time flows away from us like thetide." She began to move away.
Blindly Rowan caught at her arm to hold herback. His fingers slipped on the smooth surface ofthe garment she wore. Beneath the fabric the fleshfelt cool and slightly damp.
'Jonn! Does Jonn know?" he burst out, glancingat the closed door of the safe house just ahead.
"Not yet," she said.
"He must be told!"
"He will be. And would know already had youbeen with him as expected/' she said. "We were sur-prised to see you on the street alone." Her voice wasicy: Her disapproval was very clear.
"I wasn't—" Rowan broke off, biting back thewords. He had been going to say that he hadn'tbeen alone. That Perlain had been with him. Butwith a stab of fear that had pierced even the painand confusion he was feeling, he realized that toadmit this would be dangerous now.
Perlain was of the Pandellis clan. If the Fisk andUmbray people thought the Chooser was becom-ing too friendly with a Pandellis man, even theKeeper's Messenger, they might be jealous. Theymight decide that Rowan would be sure to choose
the Pandellis Candidate for Keeper. They might—
"Come," said a quiet voice beside him. h was theUmbray man. His face was so close that Rowancould see his own reflection in the colorless eyes.
"Come," the man repeated. "We must delay nolonger. You are the Chooser now. The fate of Marisis in your hands."
"I want to see my mother," Rowan managed to say.
The man nodded. "Of course. That i^ why shehas been carried to the Cavern of the Crystal, byorder of the Keeper. You must bid her farewellbefore you take her place on the Island, Chooser ofRin. She will no longer be alive by the time youreturn."
Rowan's heart gave an enormous leap. "You meanshe still—lives7" he gasped. "I thought—"
"She breathes," murmured the Umbray man,turning his face toward the crashing sea. "But herheart beats ever more slowly as the poison spreadswithin her. Soon she will breathe no more."
"She does not suffer," the Pandellis man addedquickly, glancing at Rowan's stricken face. "Shesleeps, and dreams, and with every dream she slipsfarther away from the shore of life. That is all."
The Umbray man smiled, thin-lipped. "Do notpretend to the Chooser that you are soft-hearted
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like him and his people, Pandellis. The whole ofMaris knows that the Pandellis are born with chipsof ice floating in their veins. That they are cold andfeel nothing. Whereas the Umbray—"
The Fisk woman whirled around to face him.'The Umbray are as bad as the Pandellis. They aresimply better at deceiving, slippery as the eels thatcoil in the river slime/' she said sharply. "My clan,however—"
"Shut your serpent's mouth, Fiskl" growled theUmbray man, raising a shimmering silver arm.
The three stepped closer to one another, crowd-ing Rowan between them. Their voices rose, loudand bitter. Around them the crowd muttered, draw-ing into separate groups. Pandellis. Umbray. Fisk.Webbed hands felt for knives, long and narrow.Blades flashed and glittered in the sun.
Rowan's head was spinning. He looked around atthe strange pale faces twisted with fury, the thin,wide lips, open, shouting, the flat eyes glazed withanger.
Hot rage rose within him. F-le hated these peo-ple. He hated them all. Their stupid, murderousrivalry had killed his mother.
He gritted his teeth. "Stop it!" he shouted, clap-ping his hands to his ears. "Stop it!"
With quick, hissing breaths, the Maris stiffened,fell silent, and drew back. Their faces grew watchful.
The wind wailed, the waves crashed on the shore.
A lump rose in Rowan's throat. He felt as thoughhe were choking. His eyes burned with tears. Heswallowed and blinked to hold them back.
At last he found his voice.
"Take me to the Cavern of the Crystal," he said."Take me to my mother! Now!" /
As Rowan walked, he stared straight ahead at theslim back of the Umbray man who led the way.Dimly he was aware of the Fisk woman glidingalong on his left, the Pandellis man on his right.They weren't very much taller than he was, yet nowthat his sudden rage had died, leaving numbnessbehind, he felt trapped by them. Hemmed in, sur-rounded, helpless.
Swiftly the group moved through the streets, cut-ting through the green, blue, and silver of themilling crowd like a great fish through water.
"The Chooser . . . the Chooser . . ." Rowan heardthe voices as he passed. The people were talkingabout him. They knew. They knew what had hap-pened to his mother. Perhaps some of them evenknew who had poisoned her, and why.
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Soon she will breathe no more.
The words were so final. And yet . . . Rowanquickened his pace until he was almost treading onthe Umbray man's heels. How did the Maris knowthis for sure? They did not know his mother. Theydid not know her strength. Perhaps even nowsomething could be done to help her.
''How much farther?" he demanded aloud. Sud-denly he was terrified that Jiller would die before hereached her.
"No farther," said the Pandellis man briefly. "Wehave arrived." His shoulder touched Rowan s as theymade a sharp turn to the right, toward the sea.
Waves crashed and pounded. Rowan felt sprayon his face. He looked up and around.
They were standing in front of a rounded, sand-colored building with huge doors covered in gleam-ing pearl shell. On the roof was a cupped shapewhere a flame would burn to tell the whole of Maristhat the Choosing was completed and that theChooser was about to name the new Keeper. Nowit was cold and empty.
In front of the building was a courtyard of palegreen stones. Behind it was the sea, dashing itselfagainst the rocks. And across the water, ringed withwhite foam, was the darkness of the Island.
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The Umbray man stopped and stood aside. "Youmust enter alone, Chooser of Rin/' he said withcareful respect.
The woman of Fisk made a quick movement, asthough she was about to speak. But then sheappeared to change her mind. She looked down ather hands and kept silence.
Rowan felt, rather than saw, the three Maris peo-ple watching him as he walked toward the building.He no longer cared what they did or what theythought. As he pushed open the shining doors andentered the strange round room beyond, he did noteven feel afraid. It was as though he were beyondfeeling anything. As though he were watching him-self in a dream.
The doors swung closed behind him, and hefound that he was alone.
The room was large. Its walls and ceiling werecurved. They, and the floor, were made of polishedstone, hard, smooth, and shining. Candles burningin holders fixed to the floor gave the only light.
A stairway in one corner led downward.
Rowan went to the head of the stairway. Below,he could see light glimmering. He put his hand onthe railing and his foot on the first stair.
POISON
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Welcome, Chooser oj Rin.
The voice echoed in Rowan's brain. His headjerked up. Shocked, he looked around.J am below. Come to me.
The voice was soft, beckoning. Rowan obeyed it.He knew that he was about to meet the Keeperof the Crystal.
7=-=THE 'keeper
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He shivered and gripped the railing till hisknuckles turned white. He wanted to sink down tothe cold stone. He wanted to claw his way back upto the surface. But still he moved down, down.
Do not be afraid. It is the Crystal's power you jeel. It willnot harm you. And your mother is here loith me.
The voice filled his mind, lapping over his fear,washing it away, leaving sorrow and shame in itsplace.
Mother, Rowan thought. Mother is there. Howcould I have forgotten? How could I have hesitated?Even for a minute?
Now his fear seemed like madness. Holdingtightly to the railing to stop himself from stum-bling, he moved on. The blue-green light grewbrighter. The sound of dripping water grew louder.
At last he saw that he was nearly at the bottom ofthe stairs. Ahead, there was a wall of shining rock.And cut into it was an archway, curtained by fallingdrops of water that glittered like tiny crystals in thelight that flooded from the Cavern beyond.
We are here.
Rowan no longer needed the voice to lead him.He could feel the power of the Crystal, beamingout from the Cavern as strongly as the light.
He stepped from the last stair and in two strides
had plunged through the ^watery veil. Chill, saltydroplets pattered softly on his face, filled his eyesand clung to his hair. Then he felt sand beneath hisfeet. He looked up. Through a blur he saw gleam-ing rock walls, running with water, and light.
"Again, welcome, Chooser of Rin."
This time the voice had spoken aloud. Whisper-ing, husky, ancient, it echoed from the drippingwalls over and over again till every corner of theCavern seemed filled with the sound. There was noway of telling where the speaker was. Rowanrubbed at his eyes, looked wildly around.
Blue-green light flooded the space, so that the airwas like deep, clear water lit by the sun. The sourceof the light was somewhere in the center of theroom, but Rowan did not even glance at it. For toone side, on a couch draped with silken cloth, wasJiller.
He ran to her, dropping onto his knees beside thecouch. She was very still. Her eyes were closed.The hand he touched was cool. But when he put hisface close to hers he could feel her soft breath, kwas as though she were simply asleep.
She sleeps, and she dreams, and with every dream she slipsjarther away from the shore oj life.
"Mother," he whispered. "Mother, it's me. It's
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Rowan." Drops of water from his face and hair fellon her cheek. He brushed them away.
The pale lips slowly curved into a faint smile.Rowan's heart thumped. She could hear him! Hegripped her hand tightly.
"Mother, wake up/' he begged. "You must fightthe dreams. Fight the poison. You are strong. Youmust not die! You must live! For Annad. For Jonn.For me!"
A tiny line appeared between Jiller's eyebrows,and her eyelids flickered.
"Do not disturb her peace, Rowan," whispered avoice. "She cannot wake. Say farewell, and let herrest. You are the Chooser now."
Rowan spun around. But the words of anger hehad been about to utter died on his lips when hemet the eyes of the being who had spoken.
The Keeper of the Crystal was sitting motionlessin the center of the room, bathed in light.
She did not look old as the people of Rin lookedold. She was not wrinkled like Lann. But Rowanknew at once that never had he seen a person soancient. She seemed almost transparent. She was sofaded, so thin and shrunken, and her delicate skinwas so fine and pale that it was difficult to see herclearly against the background of her chair.
And her eyes! They were huge in her tiny face.They seemed to speak of the wisdom and theknowledge of ages and, above all, of a terribleyearning for rest. Such things 1 have seen, the eyesseemed to say. Such things I have known. But now Iam tired. So tired.
Her tiny hands, the webs between the fingersalmost transparent, spread lovingly over the sourceof the light—a huge, glowing crystal she held onher lap. Now she bent slowly toward it. The lightflooded her face, and she shut her eyes as if baskingin warmth.
'The Candidates are waiting for you. Rowan ofRin," she said. 'The Choosing must go on withoutdelay. My time draws near."
Rowan felt himself begin to shiver all over. "Oneof the Candidates gave my mother poison," he said.
"It may be," answered the Keeper.
"Which one?"
"I cannot tell. The Crystal is dim. I no longer seeas far as the Island. And I cannot read the thoughtsof those trained to veil their minds, as the Candi-dates have been from earliest childhood. The poi-son is an ancient Mirril brew called Death Sleep. Ithas not been seen in Maris for centuries. It killsslowly, but surely. That is all I can tell you."
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The Mirril. Experts in poison. Suddenly Rowanwas back in Rin, under the Teaching Tree, listeningto Timon's tales of the clans of Maris. The Mirril.Experts in poison. And for every poison—
The whispering voice went on, breaking into hismemories. "Rowan! Attend to me! Time is short. Youmust continue the Choosing."
"How can I continue?" Rowan demanded. "Howcan 1, knowing that one of the Candidates is a mur-derer? While my mother lies here, slipping awayfrom life?"
"You can because you must. As your ancestorshave done before you," said the Keeper. "And theMirril Choosers before them. So it has alwaysbeen." She hunched over the Crystal. Waiting.
"Just because a thing has always been, that doesnot mean it must always be." The words burst fromRowan before he thought about them.
The Keeper breathed a long sigh. Slowly sheopened her eyes.
Rowan glanced behind him, at his mother lyingon the couch. He knew what she would say to this.She would urge him to be strong. To accept thepain and do his duty. As her grandmother did. Asshe would have done. As the people of their familyhad done for centuries.
"Yes," said the Keeper as Rowan turned back toface her. You must be strong."She had read his mind.
Rowan looked straight into her face. "I will bestrong, Keeper of Maris, he said. "I w^ill be strong inmy own way."
In the Keeper's eyes he thought he saw a spark,like an ember flaring suddenly in a dying fire. Per-haps it was anger. Perhaps it was surprise. Or—something else. It was impossible to tell. Nomovement disturbed the smoothness of her face.
"There must be an antidote for Death Sleep,"Rowan said.
She shook her head. "Nothing can be done." Shebent her head to the Crv^stal once more.
Rowan clenched his fists. She was lying to him.He knew it. Again he remembered Timon s words.
The Mirnl . . . experts in poison . . . a thousand and onedeadly poisons, andjor everyr poison, an antidote.
For everv^ problem, a solution. For ever\^ poison,an antidote.
But there was no way that he could make th^Keeper tell what she must know. F4er mind wasfixed on the Choosing. On the need for haste. Shewas not willing to spend precious time searching for
THE KEEPER
61
a cure for Jiller. Old and wise and rich in knowledgeshe might be, but she was still a Maris.
"The death of one is of no account/' Perlain hadgasped in the Rin village square.
That was the Maris way.
But old Lann had answered, "This is your belief,but not ours."
"Not ours," Rowan said under his breath.
The Crystal glowed. Somewhere beyond theCavern he heard a grating sound, as of a door slid-ing open.
"I have summoned the Candidates," said theKeeper. She raised herself from the Crystal andleaned back in her chair.
Again the Crystal glowed. Still the Keeper's facedid not change. Yet Rowan had the feeling that hermind was fixed on something outside the room.
"Your friend Jonn of the Orchard approaches,"she said. "But 1 must deny him entry to the Cavern.Jonn is full of sorrow and anger. He wishes toavenge your mother's death."
"My mother is not dead,' said Rowan loudly. Hisvoice echoed. Not dead. Not dead.
On the silk-covered couch, Jiller stirred.
There was a sound from the back of the room.
"Enter," said the Keeper. ^ ,
Three figures stood framed in the doorway. Onewore silver, one blue, one green.
Rowan stared at them. He had expected the Can-didates to be at least as old as his mother or Jonn.But these people were much younger. For a momentthis surprised him. Then he remembered that theCrystal brought with it the knowledge and memo-ries of a thousand years of Maris history. Age andexperience of life were not important qualities forthe Candidates: just the tests of brain power, setdown by Orin the Wise, for which they had studiedall their lives. Intelligence was important. Determi-nation was important.
And a will to win is important, thought Rowansavagely. And, it seems, a murderous heart. He wenton watching the figures by the door. His mind wascold with loathing.
One of you had a reason to cheat my mother oflife, he thought. And you think you have suc-ceeded. But somehow 1 am going to defeat you.And no one, not even the Keeper of the Crystal, isgoing to stop me.
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"Asha of Umbray," said the Keeper.
The silver-clad figure stepped forwardand bowed. She was tall, for a Maris, andlooked down at Rowan, meeting his gaze withoutflinching.
"1 greet you. Chooser of Rin," she said in a levelvoice. 'The fate of Maris is in your hands."
Are you the one? Rowan thought, staring deepinto her steady, pale gray eyes. Could you look atme like this if you had poisoned my mother, Asha?Perhaps you could, for the Umbray are skilled atdeceiving, I am told. Slippery, like the eels that coilin the river slime. Did you find my strong, practicalmother difficult to twine around your finger? Did
you think ii would he easi^M" to-impress a x'ounger,more tiniid Chooser" A ho\'? Like nie?
"Seaborn of Fisk," droned the Keepers \ oice.
The green figure bowed and repeated Asha'swords. He was ex en taller than she was and lookedstronger. He stood straight and held his armsrigidK' b\' his sides. But he spoke sottK', and as hespoke his eves kept drifting to the still Figure on thecouch and back to the Keepers chair.
Or is it \'Ou who is guilt\', Seaborn of Fisk?thought Rowan. Is that wh\' \'ou cannot look at me;"Was it \'ou who slipped the poison into theChoosers food or drink thinking that as a womanshe miuht fax'or the uirl Asha instead of \'ou? Or doyour e\'es slide awa\' from mine because \'ou are dis-appointed brax'e, strong Fisk? l^id \'ou think mxmother was uoinu to choose \'ou" Are \'OU soriA'that now \'ou must face me in her place?
"Doss of Pandellis," said the Keeper.
The blue figure stepped forward, and again thebow, and the words, were repeated.
Doss was vounger than the other Candidates. H^was slighter and smaller, too and his e\'es seemeddarker, deeper, and more mx'sterious.
A memoiA' floated into Rowans mind. Perlain,looking at him curiousK'. Perlains words.
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Your eyes have the look oj one who has seen the Great Ser-pent and lived. Deep, and full oj knowledge. Strange in a hoyso young. I have known only one other.
Are you Perlain's 'other/' Doss? thought Rowan.You are of the Pandellis clan, like him. Did Perlainsee in me something that reminded him of you? Didothers see it? Others in your clan? Did they tellyou? Did they think that I would feel closer to youthan my mother would? That I would be morelikely to choose you? Is that why—?
"The Chooser is ready, Candidates," said theKeeper. "He has only to join with the Crystal, inplace of his mother. Then you can return to theIsland and the Choosing can once again begin."
The three bowed their heads.
Join with the Crystal? thought Rowan. Whatdoes that mean? Could this be my chance? He felt asmall flutter of fearful hope.
"I tell you all," the Keeper warned. "If anythingshould happen to this boy, as happened to hismother, there will be no time to begin the Choos-ing for a third time."
She twisted her chair around to face them.
"The Crystal dims," she said, looking at them oneby one. "Soon I shall die. And if no new Keeperstands beside me at my death, to take the Crystal's
knowledge from me and r^new^ts power, the Crys-tal, too, will die. Then the Maris clans will bedivided once more, and with the Crystal dimmedforever there will be no protection when the Zebakcome again to our shores, as certainly they will. Forus, and for this land, all will be lost."
Lost, lost, lost, whispered the echoes.
The Candidates lifted their heads and stood silent.
"Give me your hand. Chooser of Rin," said theKeeper.
Rowan hesitated. His heart was hammering in hischest. He forced himself to be calm. "Please explainto me why I must do this," he said quietly.
Again, something flickered in the Keeper's eyes.Anger? thought Rowan. Amusement?
"The Crystal must know you, through me," shesaid. "Once this has happened, it will recognize youas the only Chooser. Please hurry. Jonn of theOrchard is very near. 1 would have this finishedbefore he arrives demanding entry."
Rowan stepped forw^ard. With his whole beinghe concentrated, hiding his thoughts, waiting forthe moment.
I will be strong in my own way.
He stretched out his hand. The Keeper's webbed
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fingers touched his. Soft, cool, damp. Rowan felt atingling running up his arm.
Now, he thought. He shut his eyes and grippedthe fingers tightly. Then he toppled, fell, plungedinto the deep, deep water of the Keeper's mind, theKeeper's memories.
Pictures.
Beauty, and light. Waves curling, blue-green, breaking tohissing white joam on golden sand. A child, laughing, free,ducking, diving, playing, with friends. Long, long ago . . .
Study, teachers, advisers, candles burning far into the night.The Crystal, bright as the sun, beckoning. A world shrunk toa cavern beneath the earth—
Panicking, Rowan struggled, falling deeper. Intoolder minds, older memories.
Ancient seas. Creatures twisting, hunting, hidden underglittering water . . . the Great Serpent towering above me, fangsdripping poison . . .
Poison. Rowan caught the word and held it like alifeline. He shut out the swirling pictures. Made hisown picture.
Jiller, my mother Poisoned. Lying so still. Dreaming whileher life slips away.
He fixed his mind on the picture and the words"Death Sleep." Tell me, he demanded. Tell me. Keeper.
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The Crystal dims. . . I am sq tired ^ . . there is no time. . .Tell me!
And then, suddenly, something gave way, andthe answer was there before his eyes. He saw a jar,held in small webbed hands. The jar was half filledwith silvery liquid. As Rowan watched, the liquidchanged color, becoming as blue as the sky. Theblue changed to green. Then the liquid changedagain, losing all color, becoming crystal clear. And avoice spoke.
"To mix the brew that wakes Death SleepFill one spread hand with silver deep.In hungry pool moons raise their heads:Pluck one and add the tears it sheds.Stir slowly with new fighter's cjuill,Three times, no more, and let it still.Add venom firom your greatest fiear—One drop—and then the truth is clear."
With a gasp of triumph. Rowan broke free. Hestaggered back from the Keeper's chair. His minrdwas spinning. His hand was burning.
Slowly he opened his eyes. He saw darkness,shot with darts and swirls of color. Then, at last, hissight cleared.
THE CANDIDATES
69
The Keeper was slumped back in her chair. Hereyes were closed. The Crystal pulsed dimly underher limp hands. Behind the chair stood Asha,Seaborn, and Doss staring at him as though he weresome demon from the deep.
"What have you done?" whispered Seaborn.
"What I had to do/' said Rowan. The wordssounded strong, but he was not feeling strong at all.His legs wobbled like the legs of a newborn buk-shah calf. The hand with which he had gripped theKeeper's fingers still throbbed and burned.
The Keeper's eyelids fluttered and opened.
"Keeper—" Asha began. But the ancient womandid not even glance at her. Her whole attention wasfixed on Rowan.
"What do you want?" she asked bluntly.
Rowan did not have the chance to answer, for atthat moment there was the sound of thudding feeton stone steps, and Strong Jonn burst through thecurtain of dripping water, into the Cavern.
He looked around rapidly, taking in everythingin a single glance. Then he strode to Jiller's side andbent over her. He gathered her in his arms, liftingher to his chest, calling her name. She did not stir.
He turned to Rowan, grim-faced. "She spoke ofdanger, but 1 did not really believe," he said. "I
thought, no, not Jiller. Nothing could happen toJiller. Rowan—"
"It will be all right, Jonn," said Rowan quietly.'There is an antidote for the poison Mother hasbeen given. The Keeper has just shown it to me."
There was a gasp from behind the Keeper's chair.Rowan looked up quickly. Asha? Seaborn? Doss?He could not tell.
"I will not let Mother die," he said. And he wastelling himself, and everyone in the room, as well asJonn.
"The Choosing must continue," said the Keeperurgently.
Rowan turned to face her.
"No," he said. He heard his own voice shaking asthe word echoed around the Cavern walls. "I amsorry, but the Choosing must wait."
He felt Jonn's eyes fixed on him. He knew thatAsha, Seaborn, and Doss were staring, too. But hecould see only the Keeper.
"I know that time is short," he said. "But beforeanything else can be done, my mother must hav.ethe antidote to Death Sleep. You must give it to me,Keeper. Or tell me where to find it. I must help mymother. Nothing is more important than that."
9=-THE RHymE
"You said you would be strong, Rowan ofRin/' the Keeper accused him. "You let mejoin you to the Crystal, confirm you asChooser. You deceived me."
"I said I would be strong in my own way/' saidRowan, trying desperately to sound calm and firmwhile his legs trembled beneath him. "You must tellme what I must do to save my mother."
"It is impossible!" the Keeper said. She clawed atthe Crystal with her tiny hands as though willing itto save her from what was happening. But it onlyglowed feebly.
"Speak to him!" she ordered the Candidates. Butthey stood silent, wondering.
The Keeper took a deep breath. "1 told you.
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        Death Sleep has not been used in Maris since thetime of the Mirril."
Rowan glanced at Jonn. He had put Jiller downand was standing beside her couch, his fistsclenched. Rowan knew what he was thinking. If thepoison was so rare, it should not be too difficult tofind out where it had come from. To find out whichclan had discovered the Mirril secret and used it.
But Rowan was not interested in revenge, Not now.
"There is an antidote," he repeated. "1 saw it.Keeper. A silver liquid, changing to blue, thengreen, then becoming clear. 1 saw it, held in Marishands."
The Keeper's steady gaze did not waver. "Thehands were Orin's," she said.
"Orin," whispered Asha. Seaborn raised his handto his mouth. Doss remained expressionless.
"Orin was making the antidote to Death Sleep onthe Island, the day he found the Crystal/' theKeeper said. "That is what you saw in my mind.Chooser of Rin. You saw Orin's memories. The lastdrop of the mixture in that jar was used five hun-.dred years ago. There is no more."
No wore, no more, whispered the echoes.
"Then the mixture must be made again," said
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Rowan, lifting his chin. "If they were Orin's hands Isaw, the words I heard were his also."
"What words, Rowan?" urged Jonn.
The three Candidates leaned forward as one.Even cold Asha. Even withdrawn Doss.
"The recipe for the antidote," said Rowan.
He said the words aloud. He had no troubleremembering them. He felt as though they hadbeen burned into his brain.
'To mix the brew that wakes Death SleepFill one spread hand with silver deep.In hungry pool moons raise their heads-.Pluck one and add the tears it sheds.Stir slowly with new fighter's cjuillThree times, no more, and let it still.Add venom from your greatest jear—One drop—and then the truth is clear"
Asha snorted.
"What ingredients are these?" muttered Seaborn.
Doss's eyes gleamed with interest. "Orin made asecret of his recipe," he said.
"Yes," said the Keeper. "And his secrets are mine."She turned to Rowan. "By Orin's will I cannot tell
you how to read the rhyme " she said coldly. "But,believe me even it I could tell \'ou what the ingre-dients were, you would tail to obtain them. Theantidote cannot be made.
It can   said Rowan. It must."
The Cr\'stal glowed. Rowan telt a tug—a pullingat his mmd. He tought it desperately.
"You cannot make me do \'our will Keeper" hesaid, gaspmg. You cannot change m\' mind. You aretoo weak.'
There is no time;" hissed the Keeper. "And what\'ou plan is toolish bo\^ ot Rm. It preparing the anti-dote were as simple a matter as \'ou seem to thmk 1would have it here alreadx; and \'our mother wouldbe healing now. I am not a monster. 1 would cureher it I could. But the antidote to Death Sleep ismade ot thmgs rare and almost impossible toobtain. You alone could ne\'er gain them never—"He would not be alone Strong jonn saidloudK'. 1 would be with him.'
He lett jillers side and strode to the center of theCavern to stand beside Rowan. He towered overthe Keeper. Compared with him she seemed assmall and fragile as a child. But she shook her head,quite unatraid.
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"By Orin's decree the Island is forbidden to allexcept the Keeper," she said. "And, at the time ofthe Choosing, the Chooser and the Candidates,who must be alone. You cannot go there, Jonn ofthe Orchard, on pain of death."
Jonn's mouth tightened. He turned to look atJiller, still and pale, scarcely breathing. "There arethings I fear more than my own death," he said.
"I, too," said the Keeper. "And one of them isbreaking my trust. You cannot go to the Island,Jonn. I will prevent you. 1 still have power enoughfor that."
"So Rowan goes alone, by your will." Jonn's eyeswere hard. "He goes alone, and we wait here. Andyou say he cannot succeed alone. So he does notsucceed. Neither does he return to choose a newKeeper. So Jiller dies. And you die. And the Crystaldims, forever. Is that not breaking your trust also?"
The Keeper smiled faintly. "You argue well, manof Rin. But you cannot go to the Island."
There was silence, broken only by the soft pat-tering of endlessly falling water.
Rowan saw what he must do. He needed help.He knew where he must take it. There was nochoice. He looked at the three figures still standing
behind the Keepers chair. Masking the distrust andfear in his eyes, he spoke to them directly, for thefirst time.
"Asha of Umbray, Seaborn of Fisk, Doss of Pan-dellis. The Island is not forbidden to you. Will youhelp me?"
He had thought they would agree readily. Afterall, he was the Chooser. They would want to impressand please him. Each would want to convince himthat one of the others had poisoned his mother.
But they hesitated, their eyes on the Keeper.They would not help him against her will.
She sat motionless, bent over the Crystal. Then,finally, she nodded.
'Very well," she said, her voice flat, expression-less. "What must be, must be. But I warn you. Atsunrise, my life will end. And the Crystal will diewith me, if the Choosing is not complete by then."
"I will return in time to finish the Choosing,"whispered Rowan. "I promise."
"No doubt you mean what you say," said theKeeper. "You will return—if it is within your power.But the course you have decided to take is a danger-ous one. Chooser. Dangerous for you, and forMaris, and for the whole of this land. Even now,perhaps, Zebak ships speed toward our shores.
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They will have had word of the dimming of theCrystal. They have spies everywhere."
'This is always a danger at the time of the Choos-ing/' said Rowan through lips that suddenly seemeddry and stiff.
The Keeper looked at her hands, the webs trans-parent in the Crystal light. "But only once beforehas the power of the Crystal itself been in such dan-ger. Once before, three hundred years ago, whenthe Mirril perished. And then your ancestor, Lieth,accepted for your people the burden of the Choos-ing, and let the Crystal live for the good of all."
She raised her eyes. "You look very like Lieth,Rowan of Rin," she said. "Very, very like. It isstrange to think that as he saved the Crystal'spower, you may be the one who destroys it."
Rowan went cold. He glanced at Jonn, who waswatching him gravely. Just for a moment his deter-mination weakened. Then he looked at his motherand knew that he was right.
Seaborn had been fidgeting restlessly. "Let us go,"he urged. "Already the sun is on its downward pathto the west. We should take advantage of the light."
Rowan turned to Jonn. "Will you see to Starwhile I am gone?" he asked.
Jonn nodded. Then he dug in his pocket and
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brought out a soft leather^ouch. He tipped what itcontained into his hand. It was a small, shining glassjar, with a gleaming silver top shaped like a flyingfish skimming the waves.
'This was for Jiller," he said. "I had just bought itat the market when Perlain ran to me with the newsof her illness. 1 thought it—beautiful. And thereforefit for her. Take it now, Rowan, and fill it with whatwill save her life. I can think of no better use for it."
His voice was strong and calm. But his work-hardened finger quivered as he gently touched thetiny silver fish before slipping the jar into its pouchonce again, and handing it to Rowan.
Rowan put the pouch carefully into his ownpocket.
He wanted to say something that would comfortJonn, but he knew that anything he said wouldsound false. He could not promise that he wouldsucceed in his quest. And he knew that whatevertroubles and dangers he was about to face, theywould be nothing to the pain Strong Jonn wouldsuffer, waiting helplessly here.
"I will do my best, Jonn," he murmured. "My verybest."
Jonn put a heavy hand on his shoulder. "I know
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you will/' he said. "And my thoughts and hopes gowith you."
Rowan turned away and walked to where theCandidates stood waiting for him.
"Are you not going to farewell your mother,Chooser of Rin?" croaked the Keeper, watching himthrough slitted eyes as he passed her chair.
Rowan felt a surge of anger. And the anger gavehim the courage to say the words he had not beenable to say to Jonn. "No. I do not need to farewellmy mother/' he said, loudly enough for all to hear."She will still be here, and alive, when 1 return withthe antidote."
"We shall see," said the Keeper. "We shall see."
10 —THEISLflnD
They walked through the tunnel to theIsland in silence and in single file. Rowanwas leading. Asha, Doss, and Seaborn hadall stood back respectfully, waiting for him to enterthe dark and dripping passage first.
Now they walked behind him, measuring theirsteps to his. Their soft shoes made no sound on thesmooth, damp stones. Several times already Rowanhad looked back, not sure that they were still fol-lowing. But always they were there, three pacesbehind him, their eyes watchful.
They carried flaming torches to light their way.Shadows flickered eerily on the roof and walls ofrock. Water gleamed where it seeped throughcracks and trickled to the floor.
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We are walking under the sea, Rowan kept think-ing. The idea of that vast, moving weight of waterabove and around them made him shiver.
He turned his thoughts to the task ahead. In theCavern of the Crystal he had been so intent onforcing the Keeper to open the way for him that hehad not really had time to think. And since then,the strangeness of his journey under the sea haddriven everything from his mind.
He had not yet tried to guess what Orin's rid-dling list of ingredients might mean. He had notreally considered the Keeper's warning that he hadno hope of obtaining the ingredients, even if heknew what they were.
But now he thought of both these things. Hewondered if the three Maris padding behind himwere thinking of them, too. Or were they too wor-ried about the Crystal, and the Keeper, and them-selves, and the delay they were all being forced tosuffer, to think at all?
He saw a dim light ahead. The tunnel was end-ing. He realized that he could hear the sound ofwaves, too. A dull, distant crashing of water on thejagged rocks and cliffs of the Island.
"At the end of the tunnel there is a stair. Chooserof Rin."
It was Asha's voice, flat and cold.
Rowan turned to look at her. 'Perhaps it would bebetter if you called me by my name/' he said, tryingto smile.
She did not smile back. "As you wish," sheanswered.
Rowan turned back toward the light at the end ofthe tunnel. Asha, at least, was not trying hard toplease him, he thought. She was not prjetending tobe anything other than she was.
Perhaps that is what her trainers have told her todo, a voice in his head told him. Remember whatPerlain said. The Candidates study the ways of Rin,so they will know how to please the Chooser. Per-haps Asha's trainers have told her that we of Rindespise pretense. So she plays the game of seemingto be honest with me while she schemes in secret.Who knows what she is really thinking?
He shook his head to drive the uncomfortablethought out. He wished he could trust the threepeople with him.
It would be hard enough for him to do what hehad to do, without wondering all the time who wasspeaking the truth and who was lying. Let alonewho was a poisoner and who was innocent.
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At the end of the tunnel rose steep stone stairs,just as Asha had said. Daylight glimmered at the top.
Rowan began to climb. The sound of wavesbecame louder with every step he took. The lightgrew stronger, streaming down through the bars ofwhat seemed to be a gate.
He began to move faster, though by now he waspanting, and his legs were aching. Whatever dangersthe Island might hold for him, he was eager tobreathe fresh air again and see the sky above his head.
With relief he climbed the last few stairs, pushedopen the rusting iron gate, and stumbled through it.His legs were trembling after the climb. He stoodgasping, trying to catch his breath.
He had been so long underground that the day-light seemed blinding. His dazzled eyes watered somuch that he could hardly see. He blinked furi-ously, wiping at them with the back of his hand. Ashis sight slowly returned to normal, he saw that hewas standing on the Island's rocky shore. In front ofhim was thick forest, hung with vines.
He turned around to see Asha, Seaborn, andDoss, following him out into the open. The irongate clanged shut behind them, screening off thestairs that seemed to fall away into darkness.
Beyond, waves dashed themselves into foam on therocks. And far away, across the choppy water,stretched the golden sand and rounded buildings ofMaris.
Narrowing his eyes against the spray. Rowansearched the buildings, trying to pick out Star's sta-ble. He knew Star would wonder where he waswhen Jonn came in his place to fill her water bowl.She would miss him and be unhappy. ^
On the beach children darted in and out of thewaves, uncaring of the chill wind. Here and theremen and women sat mending nets. A lone hoodedfigure, a woman dressed in the green of the Fiskclan, paced the shore.
For some reason she looked familiar. It was some-thing about the way she was walking. Her armswere folded under her cape, and her back was verystraight. Ah, of course. It was the stern Fisk womanwho had been one of his guides to the Cavern ofthe Crystal.
Rowan became aware that someone was standingbeside him, and slowly turned his head.
It was Seaborn. He did not know he was beingobserved. His face was grave, and his eyes werefixed on the beach.
85
What was he looking at? The children? Thebuildings? The people mending nets? Or was it thewoman of Fisk he watched?
The woman on the beach stopped, turned, andfaced the sea. She stood motionless. Her green capewhipped around her in the wind, the hood blowingback from her face.
She is looking at us, thought Rowan. He glancedagain at Seaborn. He, too, was standing perfectlystill, as though concentrating with all his strength.The salt spray beat against his face like rain, but hedid not turn away or narrow his eyes against it asRowan had had to do.
They do not move, or wave, or make any sign,thought Rowan. But still she is sending him somesort of message from the Fisk. If they cannot readeach other's thoughts, then the message is in howshe stands. Or even that she has appeared on thebeach at all. The plots and plans of these people arenever-ending.
A fresh wave of anger rose in him, sticking in histhroat. He felt as though he was choking with it.
He must have made some small sound, becauseSeaborn looked at him quickly, his face surprisedand guilty.
"Does your clan know alreaciy that the Choosinghas been delayed?" Rowan asked bluntly. "Is thatwhat her message is about?"
"Whose message? There is no message," saidSeaborn, turning away.
But Rowan knew he was lying.
It's nothing but lies in this place, he thought bit-terly. Lies twist in these people's minds like the ser-pents that coil under the surface of their sea.
Anger still boiled within him. He did not regretletting Seaborn know that he had not been fooled.
I do not have to watch my words, or pretend,with these people, he thought. Whatever else Ihave to fear, I do not have to fear death at theirhands. The Keeper has told them that there is notime to send for another Chooser. None of theCandidates would risk the loss of the Crystal bykilling me now.
And yet . . . another thought suddenly rose andbrushed against Rowan's mind like a slimy thing inthe dark. Yet time had always been very short. TheKeeper had called for the Choosing when it wasalready almost too late. The Candidates had knownthat from the start.
But Jiller had been poisoned. Delay in the
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Choosing was dangerous for Maris, yet delay hadbeen caused.
The thought grew larger, stronger, and twisteditself into a question.
Why? Why would anyone with the fortunes ofMaris at heart have done such a thing? What valuewould there be to a clan in winning the Choosing,if the Crystal was no more?
Rowan turned to look at the Candidates.
Seaborn had crouched to pull his shoe moretightly around his foot. Or so he pretended. Hisface was conveniently hidden. Asha and Doss stoodapart from each other in the mist of spray—a tallsilver figure, cape streaming back in the wind, asmaller figure in blue.
Rowan remembered Perlain's words.
The Candidates study the ways of Rin . . . Their trainersknow how you think. They have collected news of you sincethe day you were horn.
if these strangers know me, know me truly, theycould have guessed that I would not let my motherdie without seeking help for her, thought Rowan.They could have guessed that I would delay theChoosing even further. Just as I have done.
His heart thudded. The thought was filling his
mind now. He could see it facq to face. And it wasugly and terrifying.
He had behaved just as someone had expectedhe would. He had been trapped into being part ofsomeone's plan.
Someone wanted the Choosing to fail.
Someone wanted the Crystal's power to fade.
And someone was using Rowan to bring thisabout. r
II-«THE BEGinninG
"We have rested enough. We should delayno longer."
It was Asha's voice, stern and cold.Rowan swallowed. He did not trust himself tospeak. He pressed his hands together, trying to stopthem from shaking.
"What is the matter?" asked Seaborn sharply. "Areyou ill?"
Rowan felt, rather than saw, the Candidatesexchange quick, suspicious glances.
"1 am not ill," he forced himself to say.
He drew a shuddering breath and tried to calmhis mind. He thought of Star, of Jonn, of Annad athome in Rin. Of his mother lying dreaming in theCavern of the Crystal.
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        Nothing has really changed^ he said to himself.Whoever is behind this wickedness, and whatevertheir reasons are, 1 must do what I came to do. Imust follow Orin's directions. I must make the anti- ^dote to Death Sleep. And quickly.
In his pocket was the glass jar Jonn had given }him, nestled in its soft leather pouch. He pulled the *jar out and looked at it. A beautiful, shining thing,but empty. Waiting to be filled with what wouldsave his mother's life. t
He held the jar in his hand and repeated Orin'sverse in a low voice.
f
"To mix the brew that wakes Death SleepFill one spread hand with silver deep.In hungry pool moons raise their heads-.Pluck one and add the tears it sheds.Stir slowly with new fighter's cjuillThree times, no more, and let it still.Add venom from your greatest fear—One drop—and then the truth is clear."
"These words make no sense to me," said Seaborn.
"They are Orin's words," said Asha harshly. "Theyare secret words, not intended to be understood byothers. For a thousand years they have been hidden.
91
It is wrong to go against Orin's will. So it has alwaysbeen."
Doss hesitated. "The first line is simple/' hebegan finally. "But the second . . . silver deep' . . ."
'The second is simple also," said Seaborn impa-tiently. "To begin the brew we must take a handfulof water from the deep. From the sea."
Asha looked scornful. "The first two lines a childcould understand," she said. "It is not they that arethe problem."
Rowan unscrewed the lid of the jar. His fingersshook. Do not listen to their squabbling, he said tohimself. Think only about what you are doing. Getthe water. The first ingredient. Make a start.
He moved away from the Candidates and walkedquickly through the mist of spray toward the rockyedge of the Island.
"Wait, Chooser of Rin," he heard Asha call.
Rowan kept walking. He was angry. You want meto fail in this, Asha, he raged at her in his mind. Youhave tried to discourage me. But you will not.
He reached the rocks and began to clamber fromone to the other, down toward the sea.
It was then, as his anger died, that he saw hisdanger. The waves flung themselves against theIsland, breaking into clouds of spray and sheets of
hissing foam. His heavy shoes flipped on the wet,glass-smooth rocks. It was like walking on ice. As heedged closer to the water, chill spray rained on hishead and beat into his face, stinging his eyes, blind-ing him.
His stomach lurched as a wave struck and hisright foot slipped from under him. He cried out,struggling desperately to regain his balance. Beforehis streaming eyes the world tilted crazily. . . .
Then three pairs of hands were catching at hisarms, pulling him back, steadying him. He turned,gasping, to see the faces of Seaborn, Asha, and Dosslooking at him gravely.
Rowan felt sick. He had so nearly fallen. Hishead would have struck the iron-hard rocks. Thewaves would have sucked him into the cold, churn-ing sea.
The Candidates had all moved to save him.Could it be, then, that he had been wrong? That hedid not have an enemy among them?
Or was it just that it was not yet time for him todie? Did someone need him alive, and wasting pre-cious moments, till the Keeper finally slid awayfrom the shores of life and the Crystal dimmed for-ever?
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Rowan blinked at the three faces before him andwiped his eyes. 'Thank you/' he said dully.
Seaborn smiled. "Your shoes are not made forrock walking, Rowan."
"I told you to wait," said Asha severely. "You mustlet us swim the dangerous waters, if they are to beswum at all."
"I asked you to help me," Rowan mumbled. "But 1do not expect you to risk your lives."
Ashas lips made a straight, hard line. "The deathof one of us is of no account," she said. "But if youare lost, the whole of Maris is lost also."
Seaborn nodded. "Give me the jar, and I willfetch the water," he said. "We should waste no moretime.
Doss opened his mouth as if to say something,then seemed to change his mind. His eyes, sostrangely dreamy for a Maris, slid from Rowan's faceto the boiling sea.
"What is it?" Rowan asked him.
"I—1 do not believe this water fits the words ofthe rhyme," said Doss. "1 think we must look inanother place."
The others stared.
"The sea is the deep," said Asha.
"And all shines silver in the s^in," said Seaborn.
Doss shook his head. 'The words silver deep' arestill, and quiet, and full of mystery," he said. "But inthis place the sea is wild. It fights the land. It churnsitself into foam. I do not think Orin would havecalled it the silver deep."
"Who are you to know the mind of Orin?" askedAsha sharply.
Doss looked at the ground and did not answer.
Rowan bit his lip. Slowly he screwed the silvertop back on the jar. Now that he thought about it,he could see that Doss was right.
He felt sick with disgust at his own foolishness.He had let anger and fear drive him. He had forgot-ten how cunning were the Maris folk—and thegreat Orin more than any. He had been desperate,and far too willing to believe that Orin's first ingre-dient could be so simple to find.
He had been so unthinking, indeed, that he hadnearly lost his life by rushing to collect somethingthat would have proved useless.
I must be more careful, he thought. I must panicno more. I must be as cold as these Maris, if I am tooutwit them.
He took a deep breath.
THE BEGINNING
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"What do you think the silver deep is, Doss?" heasked quietly.
"I do not know," murmured Doss. "But it must behere. On or around the Island. Because it is herethat Orin made his brew."
"We will search, then. Search until we find it."Rowan stuffed the jar back into his pocket andlooked around him. Rocky shore, crashing waves,tufted grass, wild, tangled forest . . . Where shouldthey begin?
He repeated the question aloud. "Where shouldwe begin?"
Seaborn's voice rose above the sound of thewaves. "The Island is like unknown waters, to us,"he said. "None but the Keeper may visit here,except at the time of the Choosing. But often I havesailed around it. And on the other side, the side youcannot see from Maris, there are quiet, sandy baysand sheltered places. Perhaps there . . ."
Rowan considered this, then nodded. "We willtry," he said. "We will go around the shore. It willnot take long. Better that than try to break throughthe forest."
"If we go to the other side of the Island we will behidden from Maris," murmured Asha. "And the
Crystal is too dim for the JCeep^r's mind to followus. If any danger befalls us on the secret side, therewill be no help."
"We will have to depend on one another forhelp," said Rowan.
As the words left his lips he saw the three Candi-dates again exchange suspicious looks, frown, andtouch the knives at their belts.
Despair settled over him. There was little chancethat the Candidates of Fisk, Pandellis, and Umbraywould depend on one another. For them, at thistime, no enemy was more dangerous than one oftheir own kind.
F-le began to pick his way along the shore, keep-ing close to the trees and as far away as possiblefrom the treacherous rocks.
Asha's words came back to him. Whatever hap-pened on the other side of the Island would not beseen from Maris. He would be quite unprotected.There would be nothing to stop one of the threeCandidates from killing him. Whoever it was couldkill the others, too, then return to the Keeper wit-hthe story that they had all fallen by accident intothe sea.
Was this journey, too, part of someone's plan?
OF SIGHT
Rowan felt lonely and afraid. If only I couldtalk to someone I know I can trust, hethought.
He glanced behind him. The Candidates werefollowing in single file. Asha, her silver cape reflect-ing the trees and the sea in turn, was first, glidingalong very close to him.
Rowan suddenly understood why she seemed sofamiliar. Despite her strange looks and clothes,Asha reminded him of Jiller, his mother. Sheseemed strictly honest, stern, straightforward,determined to do what was right, whatever the cost.
He faced forward again and moved on. Theywere rounding the Island now. Soon the Marisshore would be lost to sight.
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        His thoughts ran on. Ye^, Asha reminded him ofhis mother. Despite his anger at her lack of encour-agement, it made him want to trust her. He remem-bered that Asha was the one who had sounded thewarning about the Island's secret side.
But she knew I would not hesitate because ofthat, he thought. Knew, perhaps, that it wouldmake me all the more determined.
Their trainers know how you think. ^
I must not forget that. Rowan told himself. I mustnever forget it.
He turned his thoughts to Seaborn, who was strid-ing behind Asha, tall and solid in green. Seaborn wasenergetic, confident, and strong. A man who couldbe depended upon. He reminded Rowan of Jonn—Strong Jonn, who had so often helped him and stoodbeside him in times of danger.
It was Seaborn who had suggested going to thesecret side of the Island. He had seemed to suggestit only because he was eager to help. Keen foraction, as Jonn would have been.
But was he? Or was he simply carrying out thenext step in a plot?
Rowan shook his head. He could not be sure ofSeaborn, either.
So—Doss. Doss was last in the line. He was so
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much smaller than the others that all Rowan hadbeen able to see of him was a flickering blue shapeappearing briefly and then disappearing behindSeaborn's green.
Doss was quiet and dreamy, and more uncertainthan the others. Did Doss remind Rowan of anyone?
Yes, of course he did. Doss was like Rowan him-self. Surely, then, he was the one to trust.
Yet it was Doss who had raised doubts about thesilver deep. It was his seemingly hesitant words thathad led finally to this journey, though Doss himselfhad not suggested it.
Was Doss in fact the cleverest and most danger-ous of all?
Rowan's mind spun. Nothing was certain. He wasdrifting helplessly in swirling tides of questions andconfusion. He slid his hand into his pocket andgripped the silver-topped jar, drawing comfort fromits solid hardness.
I can trust none of them, he thought. 1 can trustonly myself.
Suddenly he became aware that he was walkingon sand instead of rock. He looked up and discov-ered that while he had been thinking, he hadrounded the Island's curve without noticing it.
As Seaborn had said, the other side of the Island
was a sheltered bay. The threes beside him were nolonger a solid mass. Instead, dim, ferny trails woundaway into the forest depths, and he could see grassyclearings through the vines and trunks.
Gentler waves broke and foamed on this softer,curving shore. At the other end of the beach a high,jagged cliff rose from the sea like a barrier. Aroundit, two large birds swooped and called harshly.They were the only sign of life. ^
Beyond the waves, as far as the eye could see,there was nothing but sea and sky
Now, thought Rowan, I am truly alone. Heforced his mind away from his fear.
Silver deep . . .
Rowan looked along the line of waves rollinginto the shore. They were smaller than the waveson the other side of the Island, certainly. But stillthey did not seem to match the words.
He felt a prickling at the back of his neck andspun around to see Asha, Seaborn, and Doss stand-ing close behind him. They had caught up to himand were waiting. How long had they been there?He couldn't say They moved so silently.
I must tell them what we are going to do next,thought Rowan. And again despair swept over him.
I am not a leader, he thought. 1 do not know
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where to turn next. I am a stranger here. I am afraid.1 have insisted on doing this thing, and now I donot know where to go or what to do.
He looked again at the three Candidates. Andslowly he realized that they seemed different.
Just a couple of hours ago, he would not haveseen it. But since then he had become used to see-ing Maris faces. They had stopped looking alike tohim. He had started to notice expressions andchanges of mood in those he spoke to.
Now he saw that Asha, Seaborn, and Doss wereafraid. Their eyes were wary. They were standingstiffly, holding themselves ready for danger. Theirhands hovered close to the knives on their belts.
On this side of the Island they are as muchstrangers as 1 am, he thought. They have not stud-ied this place. They cannot see their home. Theyhave never set foot on this sand before. They donot know what they will find here.
For some reason, the thought helped him.
"I think we should start by walking along thesand," he said aloud. "Look left and right, for any-thing that fits the words."
"The deep is the sea," said Asha, behind him. "Wewill not find it among trees. Chooser of Rin."
"Deep has more meanings than one," said Doss in
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a low voice. "The rhyme does^ not say 'the silverdeep/ but silver deep' only."
"What difference does that make?" the womanretorted. "It is clear what Orin meant."
Seaborn laughed mockingly. "Who are you, Ashaof Umbray, to know the mind of Orin?"
"Watch your slimy tongue, Fiskl" cried Asha.
"Watch your own/' said Seaborn.
Rowan said nothing. He felt like shouting atthem. He felt like begging them to work together,to help him. But he knew it would be no use.
He trudged along, knowing that they would fol-low. The sand squeaked under his feet. As hewalked, he looked from sea to forest and backagain.
His heart sank as the minutes passed.
Nothing. He could see nothing.
Not too far ahead, the sand ended at the foot ofthe high, rocky cliff that stretched across the beachand jutted far into the sea. Once they reached that,they could go no farther. The only place left tosearch would be the forest itself. And though theIsland was small, with no clues to guide them such asearch could take days.
If only I knew what I was looking for. Rowanthought desperately. He passed yet another gap in
OUT    OF SIGHT
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the trees, peered into it, saw waving plumes of tall,spiky grass, and moved on.
One of the birds he had heard before screechedfrom the forest depths. He glanced toward thesound. And then, as he began to turn his head backto the sea, he saw something. Just a flash, glimpsedfrom the corner of his eye.
He stopped dead and took a pace back. He peeredthrough the trees. Yes, there it was again. Somewherein the green depths there was a glint of silver. Likestill, secret water, touched briefly by the sun.
"I think—there's something in there," he said,pointing. He tried to speak calmly, but his heart wasthudding with excitement.
Somehow he knew without doubt that he hadfound Orin's silver deep.
f '
I3=-SIL¥ER DEEP
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        They pushed through the tall grass and creptcautiously into the forest. For a moment theyhesitated, wondering and silent.The trees rose high on either side of them. Leafybranches, locked together, made a roof over theirheads, blocking out the sun. And now that theywere beyond the tall grass, they could see that theywere standing on a wide path that wound deep intothe forest.
Rowan saw Doss shiver as he looked around.
"Who has made this?" Seaborn wondered aloud. '
For it was certain that the path had not comeabout by chance. It was flat and wide—wideenough for the four of them to walk easily side byside. It was edged by high banks of earth that had
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been pushed aside and then completely overgrownby bushes, moss and ferns.
"It must be the Keeper," said Asha. "For only theKeeper is permitted on the Island. But clearly thepath has not been used for a long time."
She pointed at the thick layer of rotting leavesthat covered the trail, and the clusters of ferns thatuncurled tender fronds here and there.
Rowan nodded. "At least a year," he said. "If theseplants grow as they do in Rin."
"Nevertheless," Seaborn said grimly, "we shouldbe on the watch for danger."
They moved forward, their feet sinking into thebrown, leafy carpet. Fat gray moths flutteredblindly into their path, brushing their faces withsoft wings.
Rowan strained his eyes in the dimness, search-ing the way ahead for another glint of silver.
Through the trees he saw a flash of brightergreen and heard again the fierce squawking of oneof the birds he had seen swooping near the cliff.
It doesn't sound too friendly, he thought. An ideastirred in his mind, but immediately excitementswept it aside. For suddenly, just ahead, while thebird call was still dying away, the silver he was seek-ing gleamed again.
'There/' he exclaimed. We be'gan to run.
He could hear Asha, Seaborn, and Doss hurryingbehind him. For once they were having more trou-ble than he. Their light shoes sank into the softnessof the path, slowing them down.
A smell of damp and earth rose from the leaves asthey were trampled beneath his feet. It mixed withthe other scents of the forest. Fresh leaves, bruisedferns, mold . . . and something else.
Rowan's nose twitched as he tried to make outwhat the something else was. It was a heavy, sweetperfume. Some forest flower, perhaps, but like noth-ing he had ever smelled in Rin. And it was growingstronger.
The path curved slightly, then opened out intowhat seemed to be a natural clearing, ringed bytrees. Leaves and grass covered the earth around theedge of the clearing, but in the center rose asmooth, bare, brown rock, folded and curved, like ahuge, huddled animal sleeping.
The sky made a pale circle overhead, lighting theclearing. The rough cliff towered gray above thetreetops on one side.
There was no wind. No noise, except the distantsound of the sea. It was a still, secret place. On therock, puddles of water gleamed.
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'There must be a pool up there/' Rowan whis-pered. "A spring, fed from a stream under the rock."
There was no reason to whisper. But Rowan's skinwas prickling. He sensed danger.
Perhaps it was the light, after the dimness of theforest. Perhaps it was the strange, sweet smell thatwas suddenly all around him. Or perhaps it was thesilence of the place, and the strangeness of it.
Asha, Seaborn, and Doss, too, seemed to havebeen struck dumb. Rowan only knew they werebehind him because he could hear them breathing.
He stepped onto the rock. They followed as heslowly climbed to the top.
And there, just as he had hoped, was a deep poolof crystal-clear water, cupped in the rock. It wasalmost perfectly round, and so small that two peo-ple could touch hands across it.
Far below the surface, silver gleamed. The bot-tom of the pool was covered in some sort of shiningmud or sand.
But this was not what made Rowan gasp and hisheart fill with hope. There was something elseunder that clear, rippling surface. Something roundand white, shining through the water like a fullmoon floating in the sky.
It was a flower. Its face was turned to the sky, the
petals fanning out to mak@ a perfect circle. Rowancould smell its perfume rising from the water. Theheavy, sweet scent he had noticed before.
In hungry pool moons raise their heads . . .
Tlowers cannot grow under water," exclaimedAsha, shocked out of her silence.
She sounded almost angry, because the laws shehad thought to be fixed had been overturned. ForAsha, flowers grew in the air and sun. That was howit had always been. That was how it always must be.
But Seaborn's face was alive with curiosity andexcitement. "This one does," he said. "And it is thesecond ingredient. We have found two in one place!Quickly, Rowan. The water, and then the flower."
Rowan pulled the glass jar from his pocket andunscrewed the lid.
Fill one spread hand with silver deep. . . .
He spread his hand, bent to the water, looked athis fingers, hesitated—
"Wait," said Doss quietly, touching his arm."Remember—"
Rowan barely heard him. He was staring, fasci-nated, at the water. For suddenly the moon flowerwas disappearing from sight. The pool was nolonger clear. It was turning silver as he watched.
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He turned to Seaborn, to tell him. And in thatinstant he saw the mans face change, felt himselfbeing roughly pulled to the ground.
"Beware!" yelled Seaborn.
A terrible, piercing cry split the air. Great wingsbeat above their heads. There was a splash. Waterflowed out onto the rock.
And then a huge green bird was flying away,soaring back to its cliff top, several small, wrigglingfish clutched in its claws. Rowan had never seensuch a bird. It was as big as he was.
Seaborn snorted with shaken laughter. "\ thoughtit was attacking us. But it was only intent on fillingits belly! And the bellies of its young. No wonderOrin called this 'hungry pool.'"
Doss began to speak, but his voice was drownedout by Asha. She had scrambled to her feet and waspointing fearfully at the pool.
"That light!" she called. "What is it?"
Rowan crawled back to the edge of the pool. Theperfume of the flower was very strong. And thewater looked like melted silver. Silver as Asha'scloak. Silver as sunlight striking water. Silver as afish. He could hardly look at it, so brightly was itflashing in the sun.
In an instant he realizedAvhaf had happened. Thefish, diving for safety from the bird, had stirred upthe shining sand at the bottom of the pool.
Fill one spread hand with silver deep. . . .
"Seaborn!" he yelled. "Quickly! Before the silversinks again. Take a handful of the water!"
Seaborn hesitated, puzzled.
"My hand will not do," shouted Rowan. "I real-ized it just before the bird struck. Spread, my handis useless. The rhyme means a Maris hand. Withwebbed fingers, like Orin's."
Seaborn nodded and sprang to Rowans side.
"Noi" cried Doss.
But already Seaborn had scooped his spread handthrough the water.
He began to lift it out again. Rowan readied thejar to collect the water. Then suddenly Seabornscreamed in agony.
He jerked his hand into the air. Silver liquidbrimmed from the wide cup made by his spread fin-gers. But the whole of the back of his hand and hiswrist were covered by dozens of wriggling fish.Even out of the water they were still biting into theflesh, then dropping back into the pool covered inpale Maris blood.
Asha shrieked with disgust and horror.
" 'Hungry pool . . . '" murmured Doss.
"Rowan, the jar/' shouted Seaborn, shudderingwith pain. "Oh, quickly, for Orin's sake! They areeating me alive!"
Wordlessly Rowan thrust the container towardhim. With his free hand Seaborn gripped hisinjured wrist, steadying it, and tipped the precioussilver liquid into the jar.
Fish were still falling from his flesh. His bloodwas dripping freely into the pool. And the pool wasswarming, seething, as the fish feasted.
Groaning, Seaborn staggered back. He pluckedthe last of the squirming creatures from his handand threw it to the rock. He swayed. His face was aspale as the underbelly of a fish.
Rowan ran to his side and helped him to sit, thento lie back on the ground. Gently Rowan turnedover the small webbed hand. Only then was the fullhorror of the injuries revealed.
The fish had truly been trying to strip the fleshfrom Seaborn's bones. The wounds were terrible.
"In my supplies." Seaborn was panting. "Healingcream. Bandages."
Asha and Doss came closer as Rowan pulled a jarof sticky brown ointment and a roll of soft, silkybandage from a pouch sewn into Seaborn's cape.
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"I will help you/' saidr Asha, reaching for thebandage.
"No!" Seaborn cried feebly, clutching with hisgood hand at Rowan's jacket. "Rowan! Do not letthem touch me! Do not let them near my supplies!"
Asha drew back. "I would not try to harm you,man of Fisk," she said, frowning. "It is forbidden.And in any case, there is no need. You have doneenough harm to yourself, without my dding more."
Rowan began to smear the brown ointment onSeaborn's hand. He was as gentle as he could be, butSeaborn closed his eyes, his face twisted in pain.
"If Seaborn is injured, it is my fault," Rowan mut-tered. "The pool was rippling, yet there was no wind.I took no note of that. And even when I saw the birdtake the fish from the water, I did not think of danger.I did not heed the warning in Orin's rhyme."
He looked up at Doss. "You did," he added. "Youtried to tell me. I wish that I had listened to you."
"I wish that I had spoken more firmly," said Doss."But I was not certain. It was an idea only." Hegazed thoughtfully down at Seaborn's white face. *
Now that the crisis had passed, Doss was as calmas ever. He did not seem particularly upset bySeaborn's distress. Even for a Maris, he wasstrangely unmoved.
SILVER DEEP
Rowan wondered about this as he bent to band-age the groaning man's quivering hand. Was Dosssecretly glad that Seaborn had been injured? Hadhe deliberately held his tongue until his warningwas too late?
Or was it just that Doss had seen so much painand death in his life that he was no longer movedby it?
There is so much about these people I do notknow, thought Rowan. When it comes to theChoosing, how will I decide which of these Candi-dates will best rule Maris?
He tried to turn his mind away from the ques-tion. The important thing now was the cure forJiller. That came first.
One ingredient for the antidote had been found.Now the second had to be added.
In hungry pool moons raise their heads-.Pluck one and add the tears it sheds.
Just a few minutes ago, that task had seemed easy.Plunge an arm into that clear, rippling water. Pickthe flower growing deep within it.
But now . . . who would risk such a thing?
No one.
U-°HUnCRV POOL
Rowan finished bandaging Seaborn's handand helped him to sit upright while hebound his arm into a sling. He saw the mangaze with loathing at the fish, now lying still on therock where it had fallen.
Now they could all see clearly its transparent,wormlike body, and the swollen head that seemedjust big enough to hold its double row of needle-sharp teeth.
''Never have I seen such a thing!" said Asha,frowning in disgust. "And there are thousands ofthem."
She climbed the rock and stood staring down atthe pool.
"It is clear again," she said.
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        Rowan went to look.
Sure enough, the pool shone clean and clear. Thesilver sand had sunk once again to the bottom.There was no trace of Seaborn's blood, either. Thefish, it seemed, had made short work of that.
The moon flower floated temptingly in the rip-pling depths. It looked as though you could reachdown and pick it—easily, easily. And just a few min-utes ago. Rowan had thought he could.
"We will have to break the flower's stem with twosticks and lift it from the water," Asha suggested.
Rowan shook his head. "I do not think we can dothat," he said. "The rhyme says we must add thetears the flower sheds. I think the tears must be thejuice that drips from the broken stem. If we simplybreak the stem from above, it will flow to waste inthe water. The flower must be picked by hand, andthe stem pinched hard to hold the juice in place."
One of the gray moths from the forest bumbledover the pool, attracted by the scent of the flower.The water rippled. Perfume rose from its surface inwaves of sweetness. The moth flew lower. Its wingjust touched the water. . . .
In a blink, it had disappeared below the surface.The water seethed and swirled as though it wereboiling. And then there was nothing.
Rowan shuddered. He fgughtr down the sicknessthat churned his stomach.
It is the way of the world, he told himself. Thefish eat the moths. The bird eats the fish. So it goes.
But still, the death of the helpless moth hadupset him.
"If a few moths are all those creatures have to eat,it is a wonder they are so many," Asha commented,unmoved.
Rowan swallowed and nodded. "Somehow wehave to find a way to deal with them," he said."Somehow we have to pick the moon flower."
"There is only one way to deal with fish," saidAsha firmly. "Even fish as extraordinary as these. Wewill catch them. Net them, every one."
"I do not think we have a net that will holdthem," called Doss, overhearing.
Asha faced him, wrapping her silver cape aroundher. "We do not have a single net fine enough, it'strue," she retorted. "But if we lay all our netstogether, so that the lines of the mesh cross oneanother, the web will do. I am sure of it."
Doss glanced at the sky. "You had better moveaway from the pool," he said urgently. "The bird iscoming back."
Remembering what had happened last time,
Rowan and Asha hastily moved farther down therock.
Rowan turned to look. The bird swooped downtoward the pool at enormous speed. It was huge. Itsbeak was cruel and curved. Its claws were stretchedout, glinting, ready to grasp its prey.
As Rowan watched, the bird hovered for amoment over the pool. The water began to turn sil-ver as the fish scurried to safety.
And then, suddenly, the bird swerved in the air,and with a harsh cry headed straight for Rowan andAsha.
"Down!" shrieked Rowan, pushing Asha to theground.
Just in time. The snapping beak, the beatingwings, and razor-sharp claws missed them both bythe tiniest space.
Rowan stared in amazement as the bird wheeledaway.
"What—what is it doing?" cried Seaborn.
"I don't know." Rowan shook his head, puzzled."It seems to have decided we are its enemies."
Asha climbed to her feet, pale and shaken.
"I will be glad to leave this place," she said. Shepulled a fine net from the pouch in her cape. "Andto this end," she added, "I would ask the Candidates
of Pandellis and of Fisk to, giver me their nets, so Ican clear the pool."
Without a word, Seaborn plucked at his owncape with his uninjured hand and brought out a neteven finer than Asha's. He held it out.
Doss hesitated, then did the same.
Asha spread all three nets out on the rock, one ontop of the other, and tied the edges in many places.Rowan could see that, joined together, the netsmade a fine web. There were very few spacesthrough which fish might escape, even fish as smallas those in the pool.
Asha stood up with the three nets made one inher hand. She glanced at the cliff top beyond thetrees. The green bird was shrieking there, beatingits wings at one of its own kind that had dared toenter its territory.
"Our friend is busy for the moment," she said."Now is our chance."
She carried the net to the moon-flower pool andknelt beside it. Rowan and Doss ran to help her.They crouched around the pool, holding the metbetween them.
"We must dip the net, lift the fish out, tip themonto the rock where they cannot harm us, and dip
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again as quickly as we can/' Asha said. "It will taketime to empty the pool completely."
She looked behind her at Seaborn, who waswatching helplessly, nursing his injured hand."Warn us if the bird approaches/' she ordered him."No doubt you will be pleased to have somethinguseful to do."
She turned back to Rowan and Doss. It suits herto be the one in charge, thought Rowan.
"Ready?" said Asha. "Now!"
They dipped the net into the pool. The waterseethed. Rowan felt a slight tug at his hands. Hetensed his muscles, ready to lift—
"Out!" called Asha.
They lifted together. Rowan had expected asmall weight—but there was no weight at all.
He rocked back on his heels, staring stupidly atthe ragged piece of net he held. He looked up atthe others. They, too, were blinking, as thoughthey couldn't take in what had happened.
The entire center of the net had disappeared.And in the pool, the fish feasted.
"Never—" Asha was trembling with shock andanger. "Never have I seen anything like this. Whatdevils are these?"
The water was calming.^ Soofi it was gently rip-pling once more, and they could again see the moonflower blooming. There was no sign of the net, orany part of it. It had been completely consumed.
"1 do not believe it!" Asha shouted. 'They eat ournet, yet they do not eat the flower!"
"I think 1 see why," said Doss. "It is because theyneed the flower. Its perfume attracts the moths thatthey often use for food." He smiled. "And of course,"he added, "the flower needs the fish also. They eatwhatever falls into the pool, so the water stays clearand clean, and the flower can always see the sun."
"Beware!" cried Seaborn.
They scrambled away from the pool, staying low.
The green-feathered bird swooped down. Thepool began to turn silver. The bird plunged, thenrose, screeching, clutching wriggling prey.
"The bird can take the fish," said Doss slowly.
"It has been fitted by nature to do so!" snappedAsha. "And we cannot wait for it to empty the poolfor us."
"Do we have a container with which we can takethe water out?" asked Seaborn.
No one did. And after what had happened to thenet, they all knew that a container made of leaves,cloth, or bark would be useless.
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"I have it! We will fill the pool with sand androcks/' said Asha, jumping up. "Then the water willoverflow and run away, and the devil-fish will die."
"We have no time to waste. It would take many,many hours to fill that pool/' murmured Seaborn."And I—" He winced, nursing his injured hand. "Iwill be able to help you little."
"It does not matter!" Asha's pale eyes were burn-ing with anger. "Those creatures must be destroyed.They must!"
Rowan shook his head. "You are forgetting," hesaid gently. "Our aim is not to destroy the fish. Ouraim is to pluck the moon flower. If we fill the pool,the flower will be buried deep. It will be damaged,perhaps broken. Then it will be useless."
Asha threw up her hands. "We must destroy thefish before we can pick the flower!" she raged. "If wecannot destroy them, the thing cannot be done!"
"Yes, it can," cried Rowan. "It must."
"It can be done," said Doss. "Because Orin did it.There is a way. We have only to find it."
There was silence. They crouched on the rock,watching as the great green bird once moreswooped to the pool, hovered for a second whilethe water silvered under its shadow, then plunged.
"The fish are afraid of the bird," said Doss sud-
122    KEEPER    OF    THE CRYSTAL
denly. "They rush to bury* therhselves beneath thesilver sand just before it swoops. And there theystay until the danger has passed."
"You are thinking that at that moment we couldpluck the flower in safety/' Rowan murmured.
Seaborn looked doubtful. "It all happens in theblink of an eye/' he said. "And there are still fish inthe water, for the bird always catches some. But wecould try, and hope that there are too few to domuch damage."
Asha snorted. "You dream, you three, if you thinkof standing in the way of that bird as it attacks. Itwould be madness. You would be cut to pieces."
She looked up to the cliff top, where the bird wasagain fighting with one of its own kind. Greenfeathers fell to the sea below as it beat its wings infury, its curved claws slashing at the intruder.
Rowan nodded. The bird was in its way as dan-gerous as the ravenous fish. And in any case,Seaborn's objection, too, was serious. The momentof safety while the bird hovered was too fleeting.Even the fish did not all have time to scatter andbury themselves in the silver sand.
But they all tried. Because they knew they werein danger. Like the cornbirds that scattered from
HUNGRY POOL
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the grain fields in Rin when someone approached.Or when Jiller placed a—
Rowan caught his breath.
"What is it?" asked Doss.
"1 know what to do/' said Rowan. "I need a knife.And Seaborn's cloak. And some long, straightsticks."
V
15 —THE PLfln
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        The green bird had plunged to the poolmany times before Rowan's work was fin-ished.
''In Orin's name, please hurry/' Seaborn urgedhim, glancing restlessly at the sun.
Rowan bit his lip, forcing himself to concentrateon what he was doing. He knew only too well thattime was precious. And yet the work had to be doneproperly, or it would fail.
Finally he tied the last knots and stood back.
Asha, Doss, and Seaborn stared silently at thething Rowan had made. It was a bird shape, cutroughly from part of Seaborn's green cloak, andstiffened with sticks like a kite.
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Seaborn frowned. "It is a curious idea," he said."How did you think of it?"
"My mother makes a figure from wood anddresses it in her clothes, to scare the cornbirds fromour fields," said Rowan, lifting the shape in his arms.
"But it will not fool the devil-fish, surely," saidAsha.
"I hope it might," said Rowan. "In Rin the trickdoes not work for cornbirds that are old and wise.But it scares away those that have not yet learnedhow to tell real danger from false. And I believe thesefish are like those young cornbirds. For if I am right,no one has tried this trick here since Orin's time."
He carried the shape to the pool, and scannedthe skies. The green bird was nowhere to be seen.
"Now is the time," he said, beckoning. "Quickly,before the real bird returns, or the sun sets. It isimportant that the shadow of the bird shape falls onthe surface of the water."
Doss and Asha stood back from the pool andtook the shape between them, holding it by theedges of its wings.
Rowan lay down beside the pool, his eyes fixed onthe moon flower. Seaborn, wincing with pain as hemoved, crouched beside him, holding the glass jar.
In hungry pool moons raist their heads-.Pluck one. . .
"Now," Rowan murmured.
Asha and Seaborn moved forward, one on eitherside of the pool. The shadow of the bird shape theyheld between them fell over the water.
Immediately the pool began to cloud, and thento shine. The fish were burrowing for their livesbeneath the silver sand.
"Wait. . . wait," Doss whispered. "Let them all go."
Rowan's hand tingled. He counted to five, slowly.And then he knew he could wait no longer. Grittinghis teeth, he plunged his arm into the cold, silverydepths. Down, down, every second expecting thepiercing pain that would signal that the ravenousfish had emerged from hiding, realizing they hadbeen tricked.
The stem of the moon flower was between hisfingers, smooth and hard. He bent it, but it did notbreak.
"Make haste!" Seaborn begged.
Desperately Rowan leaned farther over the pooland plunged his other arm into the water, tearing atthe moon-flower stem with his nails. The silver
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water lapped at his chest, his neck, his chin. If theHsh were to attack now^ . . .
He felt the stem break. Pinching the end with theringers of one hand, holding the flower with theother, he wriggled backward, scraping himself onthe rocks. And just as the white flower broke thesurface of the water, blazing pain shot through hisforearms and wTists.
He heard Asha and Seaborn shouting in horror.He smelled the heavy, overwhelming scent of thealready wilting flower. He looked down at his arms,where a dozen transparent, biting creatures hung,wriggling.
His mind was clouded by pain that was like athousand needles. But Seaborn was holding out theglass jar, calling to him.
Pluck one and adLi the tears it sheds. . . .
Rowan thrust the stem of the flower over the jarand loosened his pinching fingers.
. . . add the tears it sheds.
And precious drops were falling into the jar. Mix-ing with the silver liquid. Turning it blue. Blue asthe shining cloth of Doss's cloak. Blue as the sea.Blue as the sky.
"There. It is done/' said Possj fastening the lastbandage.
Rowan thanked him. His arms still throbbed andached. But the sticky brown ointment and thebandages were comforting.
He looked over to the rock where the moonflower lay broken and already yellowing. He feltsorry that it had to die.
Doss followed his glance and gave one^ of his raresmiles. "Come," he said, beckoning. Rowan stood upand followed him.
The pool was rippling and clear. And far belowits surface glimmered the perfect white face ofanother moon flower.
"There was a bud beneath the bloom you picked/'Doss said as Rowan gasped. "It opened the momentthe pool cleared. I saw it happen. It was like a mira-cle."
"A miracle!" exclaimed Asha, coming up besidethem. "How can you call a thing so evil a miracle?"
Doss turned serious eyes toward her. "The floweris not evil because it blooms where it does/' he said*."It simply exists. As do the fish in this pool, and thebird on the cliff, and you, and I."
Asha returned his look coldly. "You never forgetthat you are the Candidate, do you, Doss of Pandel-
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lis?" she said, sneering. "And how well you havestudied this Chooser! You say exactly what willplease him."
Doss frowned. "I do not," he said. "I say what Ithink."
She laughed disbelievingly and went to sit byherself at the edge of the rock.
Rowan looked quickly at Doss, then away again.He was thrilling with shock. He had suddenly real-ized he had let down his guard.
For a while he had actually forgotten that hiscompanions were not his friends, or even his willinghelpers. He had forgotten what Perlain had toldhim: that they had been trained from earliest child-hood to be cunning and to please the Chooser,whatever their true thoughts.
He had forgotten that one of them had poisonedhis mother.
But now he remembered, and his anger returned.He lifted his head, ignoring the throbbing pain ofhis arms, and the even greater ache in his heart.
"We must find the third ingredient," he saidloudly, avoiding all their eyes.
"Stir slowly with fighter's cfuill,Three times, no more, and let it still"
The calm^ strong voice that ^aid the words wasSeaborn's.
"I believe I have the third ingredient already,Rowan/' he said. He held up a long green feather."The bird plucked this from its own wing, in rage,when it was attacking Asha."
Rowan thought quickly. A quill was a feather.That was true. The bird could be called a fighter.That was true. The other two ingredients had beenfound here, in this place. It was very likely that thethird would be also.
And the fourth?
Rowan shut his eyes. He would not think of thefourth. He had never wanted to think of thefourth.
He held out his hand, and Seaborn put thefeather into it. They saw the bird coming towardthem again and jumped aside. But the bird paid noattention to them. It simply splashed into the poolas before, and flew away.
Rowan unscrewed the lid of the jar. He put thesharp end of the green feather into the blue liquidand stirred. Once, twice, three times.
Nothing happened.
The rhyme says, "let it still," he thought. He set
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the jar upon the rock and watched its contents care-fully.
Slowly the liquid settled and became still. But thecolor remained unchanged.
Rowan willed himself to say nothing. He turnedthe feather around, forced its broad end into theneck of the jar, and stirred the mixture again. Thenonce more he moved back, to watch and wait.
After two long minutes, he knew he could wait nolonger. Slowly he screwed the top back on the jar.
All three Candidates were watching him curi-ously. They could see that something was wrong,but they did not understand what the problem was.
'The mixture should have turned green," Rowantold them. He tried to speak strongly, like a leader.But he could hear that his voice was thick with dis-appointment.
'Then the feather was not what the rhyme meantat all," said Seaborn. He shook his head. "I amsorry," he said. "I was sure it was."
"I, too," Doss put in. He met Rowan's eyes briefly,saw the unfriendliness there, and looked downagain.
"I do not agree," said Asha firmly. "I never did seehow a simple feather could add anything to the
brew. Feathers are used for^decdration, and some-times as a pen for writing. That is all they are everused for."
Rowan rolled the pointed end of the featherbetween his fingers. Despite what Asha said, he wassure that Orin's rhyme had meant the feather of thegreen bird. Again he repeated the instructions tohimself. Had he done exactly what they said?
Stir slowly with new fighter's d{uill,Three times, no more, and let it still.
He had stirred the mixture with the feather. Hehad stirred three times, no more. He had let it still.There was nothing more. Nothing—
And then he saw it. The one word he had notconsidered.
He sighed. At last he knew what he had to do.
New. That was the word that counted.
"A feather could add something to thebrew," Rowan said to Asha. "It could add atrace of the oil it draws from the bird's body tomake it waterproof. But only if it is freshly plucked.The oil must dry up and vanish into the air veryquickly."
The Candidates looked up, as one, to the dim-ming sky above the cliff top, where the birdshrieked and plunged, flapping and clawing atanother invader. As they watched, a feather fellfrom the bird's wing and drifted down toward thesea far below.
"It is when the birds fight that the feathers fall,"said Doss.
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        "We cannot climb that ^liff, ^Doss of Pandellis/'scoffed Asha. "Maris hands are not made for climbing.And the Chooser cannot go alone into such danger."
"I would be a fool to try/' Rowan said unwillingly."I am not strong enough for the climb. My arms areinjured. Besides, I have no head for heights andwould probably fall."
None of the Candidates seemed to find this sur-prising. Of course they wouldn't, Rowan realized.Unlike Perlain, who had been surprised at how dif-ferent he was from the Rin people who came toMaris on market visits, they knew all about him.Their trainers would have told them that he wasunlike most of his people, who were strong andbrave by nature.
He felt his cheeks redden. Sometimes it was stillhard to face this difference. Not for the first time,he wished with all his heart that Strong Jonn werewith him. Jonn would not have stood here talkingand being afraid. Jonn would have been halfway tothe cliff by now.
"The birds fight over the sea," Doss said. "Thefeathers fall into the water. I do not believe it wouldbe possible to catch one from the clifftop, even ifwe could reach it."
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"So?" Seaborn waited impatiently. "What then areyou suggesting?"
Doss looked at him, unblinking. "We wait for thebird to come to us. It will be here soon enough,when it wants more fish."
Asha nodded. "Yes. And then we trap it," she saidfiercely. "And take the feather by force."
Rowan half smiled. "And with what do we trapit?" he asked.
"With our nets, of course," she answered. "Whatelse should—? Ohl" Her mouth closed into a rigidline as she realized the problem.
Seaborn laughed. "Sadly, we have not one netbetween us. Thanks to your experiment in fishing,Asha!"
She turned away, furious, feeling she had beentricked.
Seaborn nodded to Rowan. "It is simple. We waittill the bird comes to the pool. But this time, we donot run from it. We face it. Make it fight us."
Rowan's heart swelled with gratitude. If Jonncould not be with him, at least Seaborn was.
Asha spun back to face them. "Are you mad.Seaborn of Fisk?" she spat. "Have you started tobelieve yourself to be the part your trainers have
taught you to play? The feerles^ hero, so beloved ofthe farmers of Rin?"
Again Rowan felt a jolt.
Seaborn is not Jonn, he reminded himself.Seaborn is a Maris. The Maris value cunning, notstrength. He must be playing a part, just as Ashasays.
But Seaborn was staring Asha down. "It is youwho are mad, Asha of Umbray," he said coldly. "Iam what I am. And if a feather freshly plucked fromthe bird is what we need, 1 am willing to fight for it."
"One of your hands is already useless," she retorted.
Seaborn drew his knife. "Then 1 will use theother," he said.
"The bird is coming," warned Doss.
Trying to ignore the aching pain in his bandagedarms, Rowan picked up a stick and ran to the pool.Seaborn went with him, his knife held in his goodhand. After a moment's hesitation. Doss drew outhis blade and followed. But Asha gathered her silvercape around her and turned her back again.
The bird hurtled toward them. They could h'earthe beating of its wings. Rowan, Seaborn, and Dossstood waiting, shoulder to shoulder.
It is huge, thought Rowan. Its claws are likeknives. He braced himself.
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"Leave the fight to us," shouted Seaborn. "You tryfor the feather while we—"
His voice was drowned out by the angry screech-ing of the bird. It was upon them! Rowan saw thewicked gleam of its black eyes. He staggered backas its giant wings beat the air above his head.
And then, dazed, he realized that the bird hadswooped past him, past them all. It was headingstraight for Asha, who was still standing stubbornlywith her back to them.
"Asha!" he screamed.
She half turned, saw what was happening, andflung herself to the rocky ground. The birdskimmed over her, its beak snapping, then swoopedaway into the sky.
Rowan ran to her. Already she was crawling to herfeet, bruised, scratched, and shuddering with shock."What happened? Why did it do that?" she gasped.
"It took no notice of us at all!" shouted Seaborn ashe and Doss ran to join them. "Yet we were at itsfeeding pool."
"It attacked Asha once before, and ignored therest of us," muttered Rowan.
"But why? Why?" Asha glanced up fearfully. Sheraised her hand to her mouth. "It is turning! It iscoming for me again!"
Rowan looked up. Sure enough, high in the sky,the green bird was wheeling in a circle, preparing toattack once more.
''Hide in the forest," said Rowan urgently. "Wewill try to stop it."
Asha began to limp down the rock toward thetrees. Her silver cloak flared and billowed behindher. Over its shining surface moved a wavering con-fusion of pictures: the rock, the sky, the small shapeof the approaching bird, the larger shapes ofRowan, Doss, and Seaborn.
Rowan's eyes widened.
"Asha!" he screamed. "Your cloak! Take it off!Take it off!"
The woman hesitated.
But Rowan was already running toward her, call-ing back over his shoulder for the others.
"Don't you see? Your cloak is a mirror!" Rowanreached Asha's side and began tearing at the stringsthat held the silver cloak around her shoulders."When you turn your back, the creature sees its ownreflection. So it attacks. It thinks it is fightinganother of its kind."
Now Asha could not get the cloak off fastenough. It dropped to the ground, and she backedaway.
THE FIGHTER
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Just in time. The bird had almost reached them.
"Do not waste the chance," shouted Doss, dartingfor the cloak and picking up one side of it. "Asha,stand back! Seaborn—hold it up with me."
Seaborn did as he was told, asking no questions.They stretched the cloak out between them. Thegiant bird shrieked a furious warning. Its reflectionon the cloak grew larger and larger, filling the silversurface with moving, wavering green.
The bird stretched out its claws and flapped itswings in a frenzied display of anger. A rival haddared to invade its territory! It was like the one whosometimes appeared in the silver pool. But this rivalwas bigger. It was flapping its own wings andstretching out its claws. It was refusing to fly away.Refusing to surrender!
Screeching, the bird beat at the cloak with itshuge wings, ripped it with razor-sharp claws. Dossand Seaborn lurched and staggered, trying to keeptheir grip.
Again the bird threw itself at its imagined enemy.Rowans heart leaped as a feather fell, gleaming, tothe ground.
"Drop the cloak!" he screamed. "Throw it away!"Doss and Seaborn hurled the cloak aside. It fell ina tangled, tattered heap on the rock. The bird
swooped on it, tearing at it with its beak and cryingout its triumph.
Rowan dived for the feather, tears springing intohis eyes as pain shot through his injured arms. Hepulled the precious crystal jar from his pocket. Try-ing to stop his fingers from shaking, he unscrewedthe lid.
Stir slowly with new fighter's cjuillThree times, no more, and let it still . . .
The feather was still warm in his hand. Thesmooth, pointed end gleamed with oil. Rowanplunged it into the blue mixture. Holding hisbreath, he stirred slowly. Once, twice, three times.
He set the mixture on the rock in front of himand closed his eyes. He could not bear to look.
Then he heard three voices crying out. His eyesflew open.
The liquid in the jar was shining brilliant green.Green as the trees. Green as the feathers of thefighter bird. Green as the grass in the valley of Rin.
17=-^THE GREATESTFEAR
Now it was Asha's turn to be bandaged.Her hands had been grazed on the rock,her back and shoulders scratched andbeaten by the bird's wings and claws.
She would not let anyone touch her woundsexcept Rowan. She sat rigidly as he smeared on theointment through the tears in her clothing. It musthave hurt her, but she gave not a single whimper ofpain.
Doss and Seaborn stood watching from a dis-tance. Seaborn kept looking at the sky. Finally hespoke.
"We must move quickly to find the last ingredi-ent," he said. "Already it is dark. Night is upon us."Rowan  knew  Seaborn  was  thinking of the
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        Keeper's failing strength. Bm all "Rowan could thinkof was his mother. How much time did she haveleft?
'The Choosing should be completed by now,"muttered Asha. "By now the Chooser should benaming the Choice."
"How can the Keeper be so sure she will die atsunrise?" Rowan asked.
"So it has always been/' said Asha. "It is part ofthe mystery of the Crystal. This night, of all in theyear, is always the night of the Choosing. The nightof the full moon. Orin found the Crystal in thismonth, on the night of the full moon. But always,before, the flame above the Cavern of the Crystalhas been lit by sunset."
She looked at Rowan accusingly.
"It is not my fault that time is so short," Rowanexclaimed. "We came from Rin as soon as we weresummoned. And I did not ask for my mother to bestruck down."
The last lines of Orin's verse were ringing in hismind.
Add venom from your greatest fear—One drop—and then the truth is clear.
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What was his greatest fear? It was that he wouldfail to do all he had to do. That his mother woulddie. That a new Keeper would not be chosen intime to keep the Crystal alive. That, because ofhim, his land would be threatened by a last and ter-rible Zebak invasion. That he and Jonn, Annad, andall their friends would be taken back into slavery,and their beautiful valley destroyed.
And yet this could not be what Orin's rhyme hadmeant. Orin was talking about a different kind offear. Orin was a Maris. His recipe was meant to beunderstood by Maris minds.
He looked at Doss, Seaborn, and Asha, one byone. Pale, tense faces. Expressionless eyes.
"What is your greatest fear?" he asked.
There was only a second's hesitation. Then theyall said the words together.
"The Great Serpent."
Rowan drew a deep breath. He had suspectedthis. But he had not wanted to think of it.
"The Great Serpent's fangs drip poison," saidDoss. "1 believe that is what Orin's rhyme means.We must obtain a drop of the poison, to completethe antidote."
The other two nodded.
The silence hung heavy' between them. It wasquiet and dark in the clearing. The fighter bird nolonger shrieked at rivals on the cliff top. And it hadnot returned to the pool. Perhaps it had gone to itsnest for the night.
"How do we find the Great Serpent?" Rowanasked at last.
In his mind was the picture he had seen in thehouse of books at home in Rin. It had frightenedhim then. The thought of facing the real beast filledhim with terror.
"The sea is full of serpents/' said Seaborn. "Andthey are not hard to find. Venture onto the shoreafter the sun has gone down, and they will find you."
"But the Great Serpent?" Rowan persisted.
Asha and Seaborn glanced at Doss. And Rowanremembered what Perlain had said.
"Your eyes have the look oj one who has seen the Great Ser-pent and lived. Deep, and full oj knowledge. Strange in a hoyso young. I have known only one other"
He turned to Doss. "You have seen it," he saidquietly.
Doss nodded. "I have." He did not look at Rowanas he spoke.
Rowan waited. He knew that if he waited longenough. Doss would speak again.
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"It was at exactly this time, a year ago," Dossmurmured finally. "That day 1 was with my family,in our boat. There was to be a full moon that night,as there would be at the Choosing. It was my Dayof Farewell."
"Each Candidate has a Day of Farewell," Seabornsaid, in reply to Rowan's enquiring look. "It is theday we say good-bye to our families. After that welive apart from the rest of Maris. We retire to ourclan's Candidate house, with only our trainers andour books for company, to prepare in earnest for theChoosing."
"That must be hard," said Rowan, thinking howhe would feel to be separated from everyone andeverything he knew and loved.
"It is necessary," said Seaborn.
"And it is preparation, too," Asha added. "For anew Keeper is taken to the surface and shown to thepeople only once. After that he or she returns to theCavern of the Crystal, forever."
Rowan felt a cold thrill of horror.
"You mean—Keepers never again leave the Cav-ern?" he stammered. "Never see their homes andfriends, or breathe the open air, or see the sky?"
Doss smiled. "They do not need to do so. Rowan.The Crystal is all to them."
"They are there to serve/ said'Seaborn.
Rowan closed his eyes. To him this sounded likea living death. Now he realized what Perlain hadmeant when he said that to be Keeper was not athing everyone desired.
"You do not understand," Doss said. "It is notpain, but joy."
"It is a glorious duty," said Asha. "So it has alwaysbeen." Her eyes glowed.
Rowan told himself that this was not his business.It was not for him to judge the ways of the Maris.
"Tell me about the Great Serpent, Doss," he saidabruptly.
"We had sailed far," said Doss. "We were thinkingof turning for home, when our boat began to take inwater. Not just from one place, but from many. Thewood had been pierced, and then the holes hadbeen filled cleverly with something that fell awayonly after a long time, when the boat was out ofsight of land."
He was staring straight ahead. He accused noone. But Seaborn and Asha frowned.
"My clan did not touch your boat!" snapped Asha.
"Nor mine," said Seaborn.
Still Doss did not look at them. "However it hap-pened, the boat sank," he said. "We swam, but the
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tide was strong." He was speaking so softly thatRowan had to lean forward to hear him.
"Soon I lost sight of my mother and father, andmy brothers." The quiet voice went on. "I foughtthe tide. I was exhausted. The sun began to set. Andthen 1 heard a sound. A high, ringing sound. Itseemed to come from all around me. From the skyabove and the sea beneath. It grew louder. It wenton and on. It filled my ears and seemed to enter mybrain and fill it, too, so that I could think of nothingelse. It was the singing of the Great Serpent."
Again the picture that Rowan had seen rose up inhis mind. The boat, and the people screaming, withtheir hands over their ears. He shuddered.
Doss's voice had become flat and lifeless, a chant,as if he were reciting a lesson repeated many times."The Great Serpent came up from the depths. Ittowered above me. Its eyes were golden and full ofancient secrets. Its scales glittered like fire in thesetting sun. It looked at me. 1 knew that I was goingto die."
"But you didn't," Rowan whispered. His ownheart was beating rapidly He knew what it was toface nightmares.
"No," Doss said simply. "Blackness closed in onme. I know nothing of what happened after that. I
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remember nothing of the rfight/But when I awoke,the sun was rising and 1 was lying on part of myfamily's boat, drifting in sight of the shore. My clansaw me and brought me in. They searched for theothers, too. But no one was ever found."
He turned his dreamy eyes on Rowan. "I alone ofmy family was spared. And I—was changed. I couldfeel it. Everyone around me could see it. It was asthough something had been lost—or added. I donot know which."
"It is a wonder," said Asha harshly, "that your clanallowed you to remain their Candidate. Were therenot others, undamaged, who could have taken yourplace?"
"Of course," Doss replied. "And I expected this.But then I realized that my trainers believed thechange was for the good. It had not affected mywits. But it separated me from others. Made me dif-ferent. And, they thought, special."
Again, a strange smile hovered on his lips. "For,of course, to see the Great Serpent, and live, is apowerful charm. No one is known to have done itsince Orin the Wise."
Seaborn, who had been listening in silence,finally spoke. "There are some who say the wholestory is a lie," he said. "A lie invented by your train-
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ers to impress the people and, one day, theChooser. As perhaps it is doing at this moment."
Doss met his cold gaze calmly. "1 wish it was alie," he said. Tor then that sound, and those yelloweyes, would not haunt my dreams ... as after thisnight they may haunt yours."
. . . as after this night they may haunt yours.
Rowan straightened his shoulders. Whatever hisfears, whatever his doubts, he knew that the onlyway for him to go was forward.
"The sun has set," he said. "Time is short. And wemust find the Great Serpent. How do you think weshould begin?"
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        "I do not see how it is possible," said Asha."Only fools venture onto the deep bynight, even in a boat. And we have no boat.If we swim, we will surely be taken by the smallerserpents without ever sighting the great one weseek."
The sky was dark and filled with stars. The moonflower showed white in the dark pool. Wavescrashed on the shore beyond the forest.
"There must be a way," said Rowan, watchingDoss. "Because Orin did it. The answer lies withhim."
To see the Great Serpent, and live, is a powerful charm. Noone is known to have done it since Orin the Wise.Orin the Wise ...
A thousand years ago, on the day he found theCrystal, Orin met the Great Serpent, thoughtRowan. It was just at this time of year. That is whythis is always the time of the Choosing.
He went over the story in his mind. The storyPerlain had told him. Orin was fishing. He startedfor home in his boat, after sunset. The Great Ser-pent rose from the sea. It upset his boat and chasedhim. He fled to the Island. He found the Crystal.
And that is how all this began. Rowan thought.Then he frowned.
There was something odd about the story. Somedetail that was wrong. At first Rowan could notthink what it was. And then he remembered.
Orin had not been fishing on the day he foundthe Crystal. The Keeper had let slip that Orin wasactually on the Island that day, making the antidotefor Death Sleep.
Rowan thought it through. Orin must have justsaid he was fishing, to hide his real purpose. He didnot want others to know he was making the secretDeath Sleep antidote. And no one then, or since,had questioned his story.
No one had questioned it because Orin hadbrought the Crystal back with him, and all interestwas focused on its wonder. And after that, no one
questioned the story because Orin had becomeOrin the Wise. Someone extraordinary. The firstKeeper of the Crystal.
But on the day Orin found the Cr>'stal he wasstill just an ordinary Maris man. And when youthought about it like that, the story of his meetingwith the Great Serpent was even more unlikely.
Would Orins fear of staying on the Islandovernight have been greater than his fear of taking aboat into dark water? Almost certainly not.
And even if he had braved the water, could Orinreally have outswum the Great Serpent if it waschasing him? Again, almost certainly not.
Rowan's thoughts ran on.
That part of the story, too, then, was a lie. Orinhad not left the Island after sunset. He had not metthe beast in the sea.
Had he really seen it at all?
Yes, because its poison was the fourth ingredientin the antidote.
So . . . The back of Rowan's neck prickled. Sothat meant something very strange indeed. It meantthat somehow Orin and the Great Serpent had meton land. On the Island. Perhaps even—
"Look at the moon," murmured Doss, pointing.
A great full moon had risen over the treetops.
Still, cold, and white, it floated in the gray sky likethe flower in the depths of the dark pool.
"The Moon of the Choosing," Asha said softly
And then they heard it. A heavy, slitheringsound, coming from the path through the forest.Coming closer.
"What is it?" Seaborn reached for his dagger.
Doss stood, his eyes wide. "Quickly," he whis-pered. "Away from here! Away!"
They ran from the rock and crouched among thetrees.
The sound grew louder. The sound of leavesbeing crushed and swept aside. The sound of fernsbeing bent and broken under a giant weight.
Into the clearing writhed the Great Serpent, leav-ing behind it a cleared path, as it had done so manytimes before. The water of the deep still drippedfrom its dragon head. Its yellow eyes were glazed.Its drying golden scales shone under the Moon ofthe Choosing. Its huge, swollen body thrashed andcurled.
Waves of terror flowed over Rowan. He heardthe soft whimpering of Doss, the heavy breathingof Asha and Seaborn, close beside him. He slippedhis hand into his pocket and gripped the small, hardjar, the jar that contained the mixture that would
save his mother's life. If onQ small thing was added.One drop . . .
"Why is it here?" whispered Asha in dread. "Whydoes it invade the land? The deep—the deep is theGreat Serpent's kingdom. So it has always been."
But Rowan had guessed. "Once a year it comeshere/' he whispered back. "This is how it has alwaysbeen. But you did not know it, for it happens on thisside of the Island. The side you in Maris never see,once the sun has set."
The scent of the moon flower was strong in theair. It billowed from the pool. The serpent writhedtoward it, slowly, painfully climbing the rock.
"It is looking for us," hissed Seaborn, in an agonyof fear.
"No," Rowan said. "It does not even know we arehere. There is something else it seeks. A place.Watch. Wait."
The serpent reached the pool at the top of therock. It stared with its yellow eyes at the moonflower, floating white in the rippling water. Then itlooked up at the moon in the sky. It opened its mas-sive jaws and cried out: a weird, ringing sound thatpierced the ears and filled the mind.
Doss wrapped his arms around his head andmoaned softly.
Asha, too, hid her eyes.
But Seaborn watched, fascinated, as the monstercoiled its enormous body around the pool.
"It is laying eggs," he murmured.
"Yes," said Rowan. "It is like the giant turtles thatswim in your seas. Like the Kirrian worm, whoseeggs you collect every spring morning. It lives inthe deep, but it lays its eggs on land. And this is itsplace. This is where Orin found it."
The serpent was laying eggs indeed. They shonesilver in the moonlight. As each was laid, the tip ofthe great tail swept it into the moon-flower pool,where it sank through the water to rest on the bedof silver sand.
"What better place to hide the eggs." Rowan wasfilled with wonder. "No creature could dare to touchthem there. The shells must be hard as stone, sothat the fish cannot harm them."
By now, Doss and Asha were looking, too. "Butwhen they hatch—" Asha began.
"By the time they hatch, the fish will not be somany," Rowan said quietly "The fighter bird willhave taken a great number of them."
"The fish that are left will attack the newborn ser-pents," said Doss, nodding. "And many will bekilled. But some will survive, swimming to the sur-
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face, crawling out of the pbol, wriggling down thepath to the shore and into the sea."
"And the broken shells will remain, gradually tobe ground down by the moving water to make moreof the silver sand," said Seaborn. "By Orin, it isincredible." His face was alive with interest. He wasso entranced that he had forgotten his fear.
"If it were not for the fighter bird, the pool wouldbe thick with fish, and the baby serpents would alldie when they hatched," Rowan whispered. "If thefighter bird did not defend the pool against all itsneighbors, the pool would be emptied of every lastfish. Then all the eggs would hatch safely, and thesea would be thick with serpents, but empty ofevery other living thing."
"No fish," said Doss. "No food for Maris, oil forour lamps, fish skin for our shoes and clothing. Nosafety, even in daylight, for the ships that come totrade, because the serpents would be hungry anddesperate. And so the Maris would die. And the ser-pents, too, in the end. It is all a great whole."
"It is meaningless!" Seaborn was scowling now."The birds eat the fish. The fish eat the serpents.Why need the cycle exist at all? If we were to cometo the Island each year and destroy the Great Ser-pent's eggs, using the way Rowan has taught us, our
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seas would soon be completely free of danger. Wecould fish at night as well as by day, and so doubleour catch, or triple it. We could sell to the traders,and feed multitudes."
'The Island is forbidden by Orin, Seaborn ofFisk," said Asha sternly. "And the serpents havealways existed in our seas. That is the way it hasalways been."
For Asha, that was enough.
But not for Seaborn.
"Why should we not destroy the serpents?" hedemanded. "Of what use are they? All they do isstop us from fishing when we wish."
Do you not see it. Seaborn? Rowan thought. Doyou not see the use? You yourself have just ex-plained it.
But he said nothing. Instead he stood up. F-Ie wastrembling all over, but he knew what he had to do.F^e unscrewed the lid of the silver-topped jar andstepped toward the rock.
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        The Great Serpent turned its head. Its yel-low eyes were fixed on Rowan.''Do not look at it/' Doss cried.
But it was too late. Already Rowan was staringinto those glazed eyes. And he couldn't look away.It was as though his body had gone numb.
Hands tugged at his sleeve. ''Rowan!" came achoking voice. "Remember! Your mother! The poi-son!
Rowan tore his eyes away from that cold, goldenstare. Doss, Asha, and Seaborn were behind him.Their faces shone ghastly white in the moonlight.
It was Asha who had spoken. Dimly Rowan real-ized that she had at last used his name. She grabbedhis arm fiercely.
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"You are the Chooser. You must not do this. I willgo in your place. My death would be of no account.Yours will mean the end of Maris. Give me the jar."
He looked into her pale eyes. They were full offear, but met his own steadily. She is like mymother, he thought. She will always do what shefeels is right. Even to her death.
Seaborn shook his head. "I am stronger andtaller," he said in a low voice. "It is for me to face thebeast. Give me the jar."
On the rock, the serpent waited.
Rowan hesitated, then turned to Doss, a smallblue shadow in the dim light.
"No," Doss said quietly. "None of us can do thisthing in Rowan's place."
Asha and Seaborn broke out in angry argument,but Doss held up his hand.
"From birth we have feared this creature and itskind. And it knows us and our kind. It knows oursmell. It knows our pale skin. It knows how wemove. We are its natural prey. It will strike out at uswithout thinking. The only one of us with anychance of creeping close to it is the one who is thestranger."
Rowan took a deep breath. "Yes," he said.
He turned back and faced the beast again. This
time he did not meet its eyes. He took a step for-ward. And another.
The serpent did not move, but its huge jawsopened, a black, forked tongue flickered out, and ithissed. The inside of its mouth was smooth and yel-low. Its fangs were white, tipped with black. Poisondripped from the black needle points like drops ofsteaming liquid gold and fell, sizzling, to the ground.
Rowan climbed. He could feel the rock smoothunder his feet. He could hear himself panting. Heclutched the jar tightly.
His foot brushed against something on theground. It was the dead moon flower. Alreadybrown and dried out, its petals were curled like shal-low cups of leather. He knelt and tore one away.
The serpent was still laying eggs. Still pushingthem one by one into the pool. The moon above itshone huge and white. But its yellow eyes werefixed on Rowan.
Doss was right, Rowan thought. It does not quiteknow what I am. And it wants to finish laying itseggs. It will threaten, but it will not stir unless Imake a sudden movement. There is a chance.
He crept up toward the pool. Nearer, nearer . . .till he could see the moon flower shining beneath
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the dark water, like a reflection of the moon above.He began to edge around the vast coils that encir-cled the pool, moving toward the head.
The Great Serpent's eyes blazed. It arched itsneck, and its eerie, ringing cry split the air.
The sound was so piercing that tears sprang intoRowan's eyes. He longed to cover his ears. But hehad the flower petal in one hand and the preciousjar in the other. He could do nothing.
And then the serpent hissed again. Its jaws,which could crush a Maris boat to splinters, gapedwide. Its tongue flickered, tasting the air. Its fangsglinted in the moonlight, white tipped with black,dripping deadly liquid gold.
Now! Rowan darted forward, holding out themoon-flower petal, catching the venom in theleathery dish it had become. The serpent struck athim, screaming its anger. Rowan lurched backwardand fell, the sound tearing into his brain. Pain shotthrough his bandaged arms. The venom smokedand sizzled in the moon-flower petal. The jar tilteddangerously.
Add venom from your greatest fear—One drop—
In panic, Rowan looked art the'jar. The green liq-uid was still safe. Then he turned his eyes to thepetal and to his horror saw that the venom wasburning through it. The precious golden liquid wastrickling away through black, scorched holes andfalling to waste on the rock. It was falling in a fine,smoking stream. Almost gone.
"No!" He was hardly aware that he had screamed.
"Rowan, get away! Oh—oh, in the name of Orin,run! Run! It is stirring! It is going to—"
The shrieking of the three Maris sounded dimlyin his ears. He was aware of a monstrous shape ris-ing above him, blocking out the moon. Of greatslithering coils unwinding from around the pool. Ofdripping jaws opening to strike again.
But the antidote . . .
One drop . . .
With trembling hands he tipped the petal overthe jar.
And one last golden drop fell, hissing, into thedarkness of the shadowed green liquid. Turning itclear. Clear as the water in the pool. Clear as theglass of the jar. Clear as truth.
" Rowan i"
He clapped the silver lid on the jar. He stumbledto his feet. He leaped for his life, tumbling down
163
the smooth brown surface of the rock, his prizeclutched in his throbbing hands.
But the beast was roaring its rage, thrashing andtwisting after him with terrifying speed. He couldhear it behind him—close, and closer every second.Dazed with pain and terror, he plunged forward.Where should he go? Which way should he run?
nil ,11
Here!
The three Maris were calling him. Through ablur he saw them running to meet him, their ownfaces twisted with fear.
Blindly Rowan held out his hands. Asha andSeaborn caught hold of him and swung him downfrom the rock and into the trees. Half dragging him,they began to struggle away through the tracklesswood.
Thickets of bush and fern choked their way onevery side. Vines hung thickly from the trees, twist-ing and tangling, catching at their hands, feet, andclothes, holding them back. Leaves formed a roofover their heads, cutting out the light of the moon.Seaborn and Asha pulled Rowan between them.Doss struggled on behind.
The monster bellowed. Trees cracked and fell as,shrieking and hissing, it writhed after them. It did notneed light. It was following their sound and their
scent. Every second it drew closer. They tore theirway through the undergrowth, sobbing and gasping,blind in the darkness, the terrible cries ringing intheir ears. So Orin must have run, in terror for his life.
"Which way?" Rowan heard Asha wailing. "I can-not see!"
And then there was a terrified, choking yell frombehind them.
At first, straining his eyes against the Slackness,Rowan could not see what had happened. Then hesaw. Doss was caught in a looping vine. It hadtwisted around his neck, and his struggles to freehimself had tightened it. He was choking, andtrapped.
The beast was almost upon them. They could seethe trees shaking and falling in its path. It howled asit smelled their terror. Doss hung, helpless, the tipsof his toes kicking uselessly at the soft ground.
"Leave him!" shrieked Asha.
But Rowan could not. He twisted from her grasp,and from Seaborn's clutching hands, and dartedback to where Doss hung.
Rowan clawed at the choking vine with his fin-gers, ignoring his wounds. Agonizing pain shotthrough his bandaged arms.
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Doss gave a strangled scream. Then a knife cutcleanly through the vine, and he fell to the ground.He lay there, fainting.
"Get up!" shouted Asha, kicking at him. The knifethat had freed him glinted dully in her hand.
Seaborn bent and swept Doss into his arms.
"Quickly!" he said. And staggering with his bur-den he lunged away once more, with Rowan andAsha close behind him.
They blundered on through inky blackness.
"Leave me!" Doss moaned, stirring. "Put medown. Leave me. The Chooser must live. . . . TheCrystal must live. . . ."
"Be still. The Chooser will not leave you,"Seaborn said through gritted teeth.
"There!" shrieked Asha. "Oh, there!"
She was pointing at a winking light. So faint, sosmall, it shone through the black trees like a star.
"Maris!" cried Seaborn.
They struggled on, toward the light. It grewlarger and brighter. They began to hear the crash-ing of waves. Never could they have found theirway so quickly in the daylight. But in the night theMaris lights gleamed across the water, piercing thedarkness, guiding them.
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Hissing, writhing, the serpent plunged behindthem. The land was not its place. But it was angry. Itwas hungry. It was hunting.
Struggling for breath, crying with fear, they burstout of the forest and onto the shore. Huge wavesbeat upon the rocks. Salt spray tingled on theirfaces. Across the water, every house in Maris blazedwith light.
'They have lit every lamp for us." Seaborn wasgasping as he let Doss slip to the ground at last.'They must—they must all be—waiting."
"Hurry!" shouted Asha.
There in front of them was the iron gate.
Dragging Doss between them, they ran to it andwrenched it open. Together they tumbled into thedarkness of the stairs, and just as the great beasttore its way through the last ring of trees, the gateclanged shut behind them.
They heard the creature's tail thrashing in fury.They saw its huge head darting this way and that asit looked for them.
They clung together, trembling and exhausted.But they knew they were safe. The beast could notfollow them into this small space. Like Orin beforethem, they had escaped.
Rowan touched the jar in his pocket. And like
ONE DROP
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Orin, he thought, we are bringing back somethingprecious.
Precious, if it was not too late.
His shaking voice echoed against the rock wallsof the tunnel. "Come," he said. "We must hurry."
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        They half limped, half ran through the tun-nel. It seemed endless. Ahead was onlydarkness.
"Where is the light of the Crystal?" panted Asha."We must be nearly at the Cavern, and yet I cannotsee it. What if—"
"The Keeper is alive," said Seaborn firmly. "Orthe people would not have been in their houses,burning lights for us."
"There!" called Rowan.
He pointed at a dim glow just coloring the blaclc-ness ahead.
They hurried toward it. Rowan's head waspounding in time with his heart. His throat feltclosed and tight.
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They were nearly at the Cavern, and yet he feltnothing. No unseen pull of the Crystal, drawinghim. No voice whispering in his mind like his ownthoughts.
They were at the entrance. Within, all was silentexcept for the ceaseless dripping of water. Seaborn,Doss, and Asha fell back. Rowan took a breath, andcrept in, afraid of what he might find.
The Keeper was huddled in her chair in the cen-ter of the Cavern. The Crystal glowed feebly underher hands, spreading a circle of green light around herchair and leaving the rest of the room in dimness.
In the shadows Jonn knelt by Jiller's couch, hishead bowed. Rowan's heart gave a great thud.
"So, Chooser of Rin. You have returned.'
The Keeper had not moved or looked up. But herlow voice filled the room.
Jonn's head jerked up. He leaped to his feet. Andby the look of wild, unbelieving hope on his faceRowan knew that, after all, he was not too late.
He ran across the room and knelt down besidehis mother. Yes. She still breathed. But faintly. Sofaintly.
His teeth were chattering. He was shaking allover. His fingers were stiff and clumsy as he pulledthe jar from his pocket and unscrewed the lid.
"I have the antidote, Keeper'" he said, lookingback over his shoulder. "How much should I use?"
Still the Keeper did not move. But he thought hesaw her thin mouth curve into a smile.
"It seems you are everything they say. Rowan ofRin," she said. "Dip your finger into the brew, justonce, and smear it on her lips. That will be enough."
The liquid in the jar was cold. It tingled on hisfinger as he rubbed it onto his mother's mouth.
Jiller frowned slightly in her sleep. Then, sigh-ing, she licked her lips.
Jonn's strong hand gripped Rowan's shoulder.
"When—?" Rowan began.
"Soon." The Keeper's voice was dry and hushed,like the rustling of dead leaves. "Death Sleep takestwo full hours to show itself. You cannot expect it tobe undone in moments. But we cannot wait. I can-not wait. The Crystal dims. My time comes soon.Very soon. Step into the light."
"The Choosing . . ." Rowan began, staggering tohis feet.
The Keeper looked up. Behind her stood Doss,Seaborn, and Asha, but she paid no attention tothem. Her huge, pale eyes, dimming like the Crys-tal, sought Rowan in the darkness.
"Step into the light, Chooser of Rin," she repeated.
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Rowan did as she asked.
She gazed into his face. "The flame is alight. TheChoosing is completed," she said.
Rowan's mouth fell open. He glanced up and pastthe Keeper to the silent figures of the Candidates.Their eyes were wide with shock and disbelief.
"Keeper, the Choosing has not yet begun," hestammered. "The tests—"
"The trials you have just completed were thetests," she said.
Rowan stared at her.
Wearily she closed her eyes. "The old tests are nolonger of use. More and more, the Candidates studyfor them. And study the people of Rin, too, so theymay win their Chooser's favor. They are lockedaway from their fellows. From life itself. This is noway to choose a Maris leader. Long ago, I realized itwas a mistake. 1 realized it when 1 saw that 1 myselfcould never do more than guard the Crystal. That 1could not lead the Maris, or change their ways."
"You—" Rowan caught his breath. He lookedwildly back at the watchful Jonn, at Jiller, lying stilland silent on the couch.
He swung back to face the Keeper. Understand-ing flooded through him on a red tide of anger thatwashed away fear and doubt.
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"It—it was you!" he stamrQeredT "You planned allthis. You gave my mother Death Sleep."
"You dare to accuse me—" The voice was low, andfull of warning. But Rowan cared nothing for that.
"Yes, I accuse you/' he shouted. "You just admit-ted that the poison took two full hours to work.That means Mother took the poison when she firstcame to this Cavern. Before she even met the Can-didates. Before she set foot on the Island."
He pointed at the Keeper with one bandagedhand. "You did it. You planned it all. You tricked me,and the Candidates, and you risked my mother'slife! Just because you wanted to set tests for whichno one was prepared!"
The Keeper opened her eyes, and for a momentthe Crystal glowed with its old green fire.
"The Choosing must reveal the truth," she said."The Crystal provides the knowledge, the experi-ence, and the power. But the Keeper provides thecare and cunning. The Keeper must be able to solvenew problems as well as old ones. The Keeper mustbe able to change as the sea changes, dare to tryways that have not been tried. Only then will Marissurvive."
"You nearly killed my mother." Rowan was pant-ing. He could hardly breathe.
THE DECEIVER
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"The death of one is of no account."
"And you risked so much else."
"Not so much, perhaps. For I trusted the Crystal,as 1 always have, and it told me all would be well.That you would succeed and return in time. I had tobreak the chains that bind us. 1 did it in the onlyway I could. I used you. The one person 1 knew wasnot like the others of Rin."
They have collected news oj you since the day you werehorn. . . .
Rowan stared at her. He should have remem-bered that if the Candidates knew him, so did theKeeper. She, more than any.
"The Choosing is completed," droned theKeeper. "Name your Choice."
Rowan raised his eyes to the three Candidatesstanding behind the Keeper's chair.
Asha. Seaborn. Doss. He had grown to admire allof them. They had all stood by him when he facedthe Great Serpent. And he knew now that none ofthem had been playing a part.
Seaborn really was brave and strong and lovedlife, like Jonn. He had been chosen as Candidate bythe clan of Fisk because of that. He was unusual fora Maris, but they thought he would please theChooser of Rin.
Asha really was dutiful, h©nest,^ and plain-speak-ing, like Jiller. She had been chosen by the clan ofUmbray because of that. She was unusual for aMaris, but they thought she would please theChooser of Rin.
And Doss. Doss really was dreamy. He cared forliving things, and he had faced death, like Rowanhimself. He had been chosen by the clan of Pandel-lis because of that. He was unusual for a Maris, butthey thought he would please the Chooser of Rin.
All three Candidates had helped Rowan to solvethe riddle of the antidote to Death Sleep. Each inhis or her own way. But which one had shown themost care and cunning, the willingness to try newways, that the Keeper had said the Maris needed?
"Name your Choice," said the Keeper weakly."You—must—name it. Speak!"
The Crystal flickered.
Hurrying footsteps sounded on the stairs.Through the veil of water burst Perlain.
"Sails. We have seen sails," he shouted. "The hori-zon is filled with them. And they are moving in. It isthe Zebak!"
I
I
"Why do they come now?" Asha cried. "It issenseless! They can surely see the flame ofthe Choosing. The time to attack wouldI have been before, when the Crystal was weak, and1 the Choosing had not been completed."' "We have heard they have grown cunning. Per-il haps they have a plan we know nothing about/' saidSeaborn grimly. "Or perhaps they hope the Crystalj may yet fail before the new Keeper is joined to it."I "Rowan!" cried Perlain. "Name your Choice. The}    Crystal dims."
j Rowan heard an exclamation behind him andturned. Jonn was bending over Jiller. Her eyes wereopen. She was smiling at him.
"1 have been asleep," she murmured. "And Jonn, I
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        had such wonderful dreams.' Then a slight frowncreased her forehead. "But where am 1? Where is
Rowan?"
Pure joy filled Rowan's heart. But it lasted only aninstant. His mother lived. She was awake andhappy. But the Zebak were coming. He had to act.He had to name the new Keeper and renew theCrystal's life, or they were all lost.
He turned again to the Candidates.
"The Keeper has told me to look for care, andcunning, and the willingness to try new ways/' hesaid rapidly. "She has said that the Crystal will sup-ply everything else."
He looked into Ashas burning eyes. "You—youare good, and you will always do what you think isright," he stammered. "But your mind is not open.You cling to the rules and the old ways, and liveonly by those. So while 1 admire you, 1 cannotchoose you."
Her expression did not change, but she bowedher head.
Rowan turned to Seaborn. "You are brave, andstrong," he said. "And you are willing to try newways. But you often act in haste, without the careand cunning the Keeper seeks. So while I hope wewill always be friends, I cannot choose you."
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Seaborn, too, bowed his head. But as he did, hiseyes seemed to flash with something—somethingalmost like relief. Rowan wondered about it only fora second. There was no time now for anythingexcept the Choice.
He moved to Doss and put his hand on his shoul-der. They looked at each other. A long, searchinglook.
I pray I am right, thought Rowan."You must say the words," Perlain reminded himsoftly.
Rowan swallowed. "The Chooser has made theChoice," he said. He felt Doss's shoulder stiffen sud-denly under his fingers. "Let the other Candidatesleave this place."
Doss stood rigidly still. His eyes were blank, asthough he saw nothing.
His usually calm face tense, Perlain took Ashaand Seaborn through the veil of water, and thenreturned.
The Crystal glowed feebly. Once, twice, threetimes. The Keeper stirred. "The doors are lockedand will not open again until the new Keeper wills,"she said quietly. "Make haste. Soon the sun will rise."
"Doss of Pandellis," said Perlain quickly. "TheCrystal."
Doss moved to the Keeper's chair like one in adream. Stiffly he stretched out his hand toward theCrystal's soft glow. Rowan looked curiously at hisblank, unseeing eyes.
The eyes oj one who has seen the Great Serpent and lived.
It is right, Rowan told himself. My Choice isright. Doss has everything the Keeper asked for.And he was meant for this task. Like Orin, he sawthe Great Serpent. And after that, he was changed.
Yet there was something wrong. Rowan couldfeel it.
Doss's hand hovered over the Crystal."Join with the Crystal, and with me," murmuredthe Keeper.
1 saw the Great Serpent, too. Rowan thoughtsuddenly. And so did Asha and Seaborn. But we arenot changed. Why then was Doss? What happenedto him, a year ago?
J remember nothing oJ the night. ... I was changed. . . .Something had been lost—or added. I do not know which.
What had happened to Doss during that longnight, under the full moon, out of sight of land?
Under the full moon . . .
"Wait!" Rowan burst out. He grabbed Doss'shand. His voice echoed, shockingly loud, around
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the Cavern. Jonn and Jiller looked up, startled, andPerlain gripped the back of the Keeper's chair.
Slowly Doss turned. He stared blankly, first atRowan, then at the hand that gripped his own.
"Doss, you could not have seen the Great Ser-pent a year ago," said Rowan.
"Rowan, this does not matter now," shouted Per-lain. "For Orin's sake, do you not see? The Keeper isdying. Letting go of her life. The ceremony hasbegun. It must continue. The Zebak—"
Doss's mouth opened. "The Chooser has madethe Choice," he said flatly. "Let the other Candi-dates depart this place."
Rowan was shivering, but still he held fast to thecold, webbed hand. "In this month, at the fullmoon, the Great Serpent is on the Island laying itseggs. We know that now. Doss, you could not haveseen it far out to sea."
"Rowan!" cried Jiller. "Let him go!"
Jonn sprang up and in two strides was by Rowan'sside. "Rowan, let his hand go," he whisperedurgently. "Nothing matters now. All questions canbe answered later."
But Rowan knew the questions couldn't wait.
"Doss, speak to me!" he begged. "What is wrong
with you? Tell me what hapf)enecl to you that night.What changed you? It was not the Great Serpent.What was it?"
"The Great Serpent came up from the depths,"droned Doss. "It towered above me. Its eyes weregolden and full of ancient secrets."
Rowan listened in horror. Doss was using thesame words exactly as the ones he had used on theIsland. Even his voice was the same. He was chant-ing, as though repeating a lesson learned by heart.
And he believes it, thought Rowan. He believesit. But it is not true!
"Its scales glittered like fire in the setting sun,"chanted Doss. "It looked at me. I knew that I wasgoing to die."
"This is not something you have seen in truth!"Rowan exclaimed. "This is something put into yourmind by someone else!"
A terrible fear seized him. "Doss, who arrangedfor your boat to be damaged?" he cried. "Who waswaiting for you out there, beyond the horizon?Who picked you up from the dark sea and kept youall night, then sent you back with only a false mem-ory of what had happened to you?"
But he knew the answer. And by the terrified lookon Perlain's face, he could see that the Maris man
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knew, too. There was only one possible explana-tion.
They have grown cunning. . . .
"A Zebak boat picked you up!" Rowan said. ''Bysome means, the Zebak bent you to their will thatnight. Doss. They buried secret orders deep withinyour mind and covered them with the false memoryof the Great Serpent. When you came back toMaris, people saw you were changed, but they didnot know the real reason. And why should they?Because even you did not."
"It is impossible." Rowan heard Jonn muttering toJiller. "The boy's trainers would have seen it. TheKeeper would have seen it."
"No!" Rowan exclaimed, without looking around."A year ago, the Keeper's power had alreadydimmed. And no one else could have seen it,because part of the plan must have been that thesecret orders would only come to the surface ofDoss's mind when certain words were said."
He looked straight into Doss's blank eyes. "1 saidthose words just a few moments ago, didn't I? Theyare always said when a Keeper is chosen. TheChooser has made the Choice.'"
Doss quivered, staring.
Rowan's stomach churned. It was horrible to see
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the familiar face so changed. "I saw and felt it hap-pen, Doss. I wondered what was wrong then, andnow I know. At that moment, you lost your ownwill. You became the servant of the Zebak. That iswhy their ships have come now. They saw the flameand knew their time had come. They are waiting foryour signal that the Crystal, and this land, aretheirs."
Perlain groaned. He had covered his face withhis hands and was rocking slowly backward and for-ward.
"Perlain!" said Rowan sharply. "Do not waste timedespairing! Bring Seaborn and Asha back!"Perlain shook his head.
"Quickly!" shouted Rowan. "Do you not under-stand? Doss cannot be Keeper. He will betrayMaris. He will betray us all!"
"Look out!" shrieked Jiller.
Before all of them, she had seen the knife flashingin Doss's free hand.
With a cry, Jonn leaped forward and gripped theknife as it plunged toward the dying Keeper's heart.He wrestled Doss aside and held him. Doss strug-gled wildly for a moment, then suddenly gave in.He hung in Jonn's grip, limp and still.
"The Chooser has made the Choice," he mum-
THE CHOICE
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bled. "If the Choice is not Doss of Pandellis, theKeeper must die. The Crystal must die."
"Perlain!" Rowan screamed. "Why are you wait-ing? Bring—"
"The doors are locked/' said Perlain. His voicewas filled with despair. "They will open for none butthe Keeper. And the Keeper cannot be roused. Sheis beyond our reach."
"Then you!" said Jonn roughly. "You, Perlain. Youmust join with the Crystal yourself. It may not bewhat you would wish. But better you as Keeper thannone."
Perlain shook his head again. "I cannot," he said."I am not known by the Crystal, if 1 touch it, I willdie."
"Then what are we going to do?" Rowan cried outin desperation. "Perlain, what are we going to do?"
Perlain looked at him. "There is only one thingwe can do," he said. "Apart from Doss of Pandellis,there is only one person here now who can touchthe Crystal and live. Only one person who can joinwith it, to become Keeper of Maris. And that isyou."
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"No!" The word burst from Rowans lipsand echoed around the Cavern. He backedaway from the Keeper's chair, the dyingCrystal, shaking his head over and over again.
Never to see home again. Never to see the sky,the green hills, the stream, the snow on the Moun-tain. Never to feel the fresh, sweet air on his face, orhear the sounds of birds. Never. To spend the rest ofhis life below the earth, swallowed up, dissolved, inthe great mystery of the Crystal."No," he repeated. "No!""You must do it," said Perlain."I am not of Maris," cried Rowan. "I cannot—""You can," said Perlain. "And if you do not, we are
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lost." He held out his hands to Jiller. 'Tell him," heshouted.
Rowan spun around to face his mother. Tearswere rolling down her cheeks. "You must do it. Youare the only one/' she whispered. "The Crystal doesnot know me now. Only you. Only you . . ."
"Quickly!" said Perlain. "There is no time."
Rowan turned to Jonn, who still held the silentDoss. Jonn's mouth was grim and set. hiis eyes werefull of pain as he nodded.
There was nowhere left for Rowan to turn,except to his own heart. And he knew that he hadno choice. By giving up the things he loved, hemight be able to save them. By refusing to givethem up, he would almost certainly destroy them.
He straightened his shoulders and walked to theKeeper. The Crystal lay like a stone in her lap.Only a tiny spark in its heart remained, lighting herhands with its dull green glow.
Rowan put his hands on hers. She opened hereyes.
"You . . ." She sighed. "Why?""There is no one else," said Rowan softly. Behindhim he heard Jiller's low sobbing.
The Keeper closed her eyes again. She was
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Nothing can stand against the power oj the Crystal. . . .Then Rowan understood. At last he understood.Help me, Keeper, he called in his mind. Help me to do asI must.
He felt a surge of power. And then he was cryingout aloud. He was pulling one hand from the Crys-tal, bending backward, and reaching out for thestill, pale figure of Doss.
"Rowan!" Dimly he heard his mother scream. Buthe knew what he had to do.
He gripped Doss's hand and dragged him awayfrom Jonn. He felt the great healing power rush-ing through him into Doss like a river flowing intothe sea.
Then, using the last of his strength, he pulledDoss forward. He guided Doss's small webbedhands over the Keeper's hands, and took his ownaway.
The separation hit him like a blow. He staggeredback from the chair and fell to his knees on theground. His chest was filled with the sudden pain ofloneliness and loss. Tears blinded him.
He became aware that the Cavern was echoingwith sound.
"What have you done?" Perlain was shouting inpanic.
"Rowan! Rowan!" Jiller w^as crying.
He tried to speak, but the words choked in histhroat. He crawled backward, away from the daz-zling light. The Crystal was shining, brighter andbrighter. It was alive with fire, sparkling with everycolor of the earth, sea, and sky. Color and lightfilled the air, lit the streaming Cavern walls likerainbows. . . .
And then it was finished. The tiny, wizened bodyof the old Keeper lay like an empty shell on thechair. A new Keeper stood looking at them. His eyeswere the deep, grave eyes of Doss of Pandellis. Buthe stood straighter and taller than Doss ever had.His clothes were no longer blue, but of no color andall colors at once, like shining water. And in hishands the Crystal flashed and burned like a star.
Perlain fell back and bowed. "1 greet you. Keeperof the Crystal," he murmured. His face was stiffwith terror.
"The sun is rising," said the Keeper. He turned toRowan. "Come with me, up to the light."
Rowan and the others followed silently as hemoved through the veil of water, up the stairs, andacross the great empty room above. Without asound, the doors swung open.
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The space outside was crowded with people.Pandellis in blue. Umbray in silver. Fisk in green.All in their separate clans. They were staring out tosea, toward the rising sun.
The Keeper stepped out into the open air, theCrystal bright in his hands. A great cry went up. Acry of welcome, relief, and joy, as the peoplegreeted him and pointed to the sea.
Slowly the Keeper turned and looked. The hori-zon was brown with Zebak sails. Rowan felt a chillof dread.
The Keeper held the Crystal high. It flashed likea beacon in the rising sun. The people's cries of joybecame groans of fear as the brown sails leaped for-ward, as if in answer to a signal.
"He has called them in. We are lost," whisperedPerlain.
The Keeper stood watching as the Zebak fleetflew toward them, swept before the wind. He madeno move or sign.
Rowan felt a touch on his arm. "Take yourmother," Jonn murmured in his ear. "Slip awaythrough the crowd. Go as fast as you can, to Rin."
"1 will not leave you, Jonn," said Jiller, overhearing.
"You must," he said grimly. "Someone must warn
the people at home, so they are not taken by sur-prise."
"Then Rowan must go alone/' she said. "\ am stilltoo weak to travel far. I would hold him back."'Jiller, you must go!""I will not."
The people of Maris were deathly silent. All eyeswere fixed on the Keeper. Waiting for his signal.Waiting for the order that would lead them to battle.
But the Keeper did not move.
I have done this, thought Rowan. And in themidst of his despair, he thought of Star, locked inher stable. Unable to run or defend herself. Waitingfor slaughter at cruel hands.
He ran to the Keeper's side. ''Doss—" he began.But the words died in his mouth as the Keeperturned to him.
"Doss of Pandellis is no more. Rowan of Rin," theKeeper said. "I am the Keeper of the Crystal."
"1 thought—" Rowan began again. And again hebroke off.
"You were right," said the Keeper softly, as ifRowan had spoken his thought aloud. "Only wait."
The first Zebak ships were so close now thatRowan could see the cruel, triumphant faces of thewarriors who lined the decks. He could see the
TERROR
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black line that marked each forehead from nose tohairline. He could see the gleaming metal of theirweapons.
The Keeper raised his arms. "Now!" he said qui-etly. The Crystal flashed, blinding.
And at that instant, great black clouds sweptacross the horizon. They tumbled thick and darkacross the sky, driven before an ice-cold wind,smothering the sun, smothering the pale sky. Thewhole world dimmed and became dark as night.
"What is happening?" cried Jonn. He grabbedRowan's arm. "Rowan—"
The Keeper held the Crystal higher. There was acrash of thunder, and lightning split the sky, spear-ing into the white-capped water.
The people screamed. And on the sea the shipsof the Zebak, trapped close together, spun andfloundered. Masts broke and sails ripped as windroared and lightning cracked around them.
Then there was a writhing and bubbling from thesea, and the water foamed as the twisting, coilingserpents of the deep rose to the surface, angered attheir waking.
They hissed and snatched at the great fightingships that in the face of their rage were as frail asleaves in a running stream. Wood tore and splin-
tered, useless weapons clashed^ and fell into thefoam, and the doomed Zebak's terrified cries werelost in the roaring of the wind.
Rowan turned away. He tried to remember thatthese were the enemies of his people. That theyhad been coming to bring pain and death to thosehe loved. Still he could not watch their destruc-tion.
But the Keeper of the Crystal stood and saw it all.And only when it had finished did he calm thestorm.
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        They were going home. Going with theblessings of the Maris, with many gifts,with promises to return soon. They hadstayed two more days in Maris, to allow Jiller andRowan time to rest. But now all of them longed tobe gone.
When all was ready for the journey. Rowan leftthe safe house and walked alone to the Cavern ofthe Crystal. The doors opened for him. He walkedslowly across the empty, circular upper room anddown the stairs.
Welcome.
The Cavern was bathed in glorious light. TheKeeper sat in his chair, surrounded by rainbows."I have come to say good-bye," said Rowan.
"\t is not good-bye. You knoW that I will alwaysbe with you, Rowan of Rin," said the Keeper. "Asyou will always be with me."
Rowan nodded. He had not talked about this toanyone, even Jiller. But over the past days he hadslowly realized the truth. That moment when thepower of the Crystal had flowed through him toDoss of Pandellis had changed him forever.
The Keeper smiled. "1 have memories of Rin,though 1 have never seen it," he said. "1 see the slip-daisies blooming yellow on the hills. I hear the buk-shah lowing in the fields. I feel soft earth under myhands and take pleasure in the small things grow-mg.
"And 1 feel myself slipping through water like afish/' said Rowan. "I feel cool, wet sand under myfeet. 1 mend nets by oil fires at night. 1 hear seabirdsshrieking and see flying fish skimming the wavesunder a dark blue sky."
"So we understand each other, as no two peopleof Maris and of Rin ever have," said the Keeper."And when I tell you that because of what happenedon the morning you named your Choice, your fam-ily will never again suffer at the hands of the Maris,you will believe me."
"Yes," said Rowan. "I will."
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"On my orders Perlain of Pandellis has told thepeople what happened between us," the Keepersaid. ''He told them that I was a secret enemy ofMaris, a tool of the Zebak, before I joined with theCrystal. But they saw with their own eyes what hap-pened when the Zebak came."
He smiled. "And so at last they understand. Itdoes not matter which clan brings forth the Keeper.Nothing can stand against the power of the Crystal.Not love of family, or friends, or home. Not loyaltyto a clan or a country. Not even the mind games ofan enemy."
"1 only understood it when I felt the power formyself," Rowan whispered. "Only then did 1 realizethat no Keeper could ever betray the people ofMaris."
He turned to go. "Farewell, Doss," he said."Farewell, my friend," said the Keeper of theCrystal.
Many people stood at the outskirts of Maris tospeed them on their way. Asha, Seaborn, and Per-lain were among them.
"Good-bye, Chooser of Rin." Asha shookRowan's hand gravely. "I—am grateful to you."
Rowan blinked, unsure of what to say.
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"If I had been Keeper, I would'have ordered outthe boats when the Zebak attacked. Because that iswhat has always been done. We would have fought,as we have always done. We might have won, bythe power of the Crystal, but many of us wouldhave died. You made the right choice in Doss ofPandellis. His mind is new and fresh. He will be likethe Keepers of old. Using the Crystal, adding to itspower, instead of only taking from it. And so 1thank you."
She stepped back, stern and calm as always.
Seaborn came next. With him was a tall womanin the green of Fisk, her face no longer tight andserious, but full of light and joy. Rowan recognizedher as one of the three who had escorted him to theCavern. The woman who had watched them fromthe shore when they were on the Island.
"This is Imlay. We are to marry in the summer,when my wounds have healed," Seaborn told him."Perhaps you will come to our wedding. We wouldlike to see you there, friend. You, more than any."
Rowan nodded, smiling. At last he understoodthe look of relief he had seen on Seaborn's facewhen he was told that he would not be Keeper ofthe Crystal. Seaborn was a strong, brave man. Hehad bent his will to his duty. He had tried his best
FAREWELLS
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to be what his clan wanted. But, having failed, hewas free to live his life as he had longed to do. Hewas free to breathe the fresh air, to see the sky, tomarry the woman he loved.
Perlain was last to bid them farewell. He shookhands with Jiller, with Jonn, and with Rowan. ButRowan noticed with a secret smile that he kept wellaway from Star.
"You may have no wish to visit the shores ofj    Maris again. Rowan," Perlain said, in his formalway. "But should you come, my home will always beyours."
"1 will be back," said Rowan. He glanced atSeaborn and Imlay, who stood watching from a dis-tance. "If only for a wedding in the summer," headded.
Perlain smiled and bowed.
And then Rowan, Jonn, Jiller, and Star turnedaway from the sea and began to walk. They walkedfor many minutes without speaking.
The river wound off into the distance, losingitself in the soft green hills. There was a long jour-ney ahead, but none of them regretted it.
They were safe. They were together. And everystep was taking them closer to home.
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owan had never seen such a bird. It was as bigJL \as he was. ...
Remembering what had happened last time, Rowanand Asha hastily moved farther down the rock.
Rowan ttjrned to look. The bird swooped downtoward the pool at enormous speed. It was huge. Itsbeak was cruel and curved. Its claws were stretchedout, glmtmg, ready to grasp its prey. . . .
And then, suddenly, the bird swerved m the air, andwith a harsh cry headed straight for Rowan and Asha.
■From Rowan and the Keeper of the Crxstal
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