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I nt roduction

First there was the song.

Several years back, Mercedes Lackey wote "Lanmas N ght," a spooky,
supernatural baUad that ended with the wi zard protagonist facing a very
perilous choice that was left to the listener to decide.

Then came the birthday present that wasn't.

Bill Jahnel and friends put together a collection of endings for the song,
intending to offer it as a tribute to Mercedes, known to her friends as
"Msty." However, the best laid plans often don't come off as intended. The
project was shelved for a time, then offered to Baen Books for possible
publication. Unfortunately, while this project, inits original form nmade a
lovely tribute ana M sty was quite touched, it was felt that a book made up
strictly of endings to a song woul d have nade for rather limted readi ng.
And so the book now known as Lammas Ni ght was born

What you hold in your hands is an all-new collection of fantasy stories by
some of the brightest stars in the field. Each was given a copy of "Lammas
Ni ght" and was told to use it as a springboard for his or ner imagination. The
only restriction was that their stories must show sone tie-in to the origina

song.
What resulted is a wild range of stories, sone
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traditional, some outright bizarre. Lammas Night is both a tribute to the song



and to Msty herself It is also a chance for readers to enter new worl ds of
fantasy and see the creative imagi nati on at work.

—Josepha Sherman

Lammas Ni ght

MERCEDES LACKEY

A wani ng nmoon conceal s her face Behind a scuddi ng wi nd-torn cl oud.

(a wind-torn shroud) She waps herself inits enbrace As in a tattered cloak
(a shadow cloak) The wind is wailing in the trees. Their |inbs are warped and
bent and bowed.

(so bleak and cowed) | stand within my circle now A To deal with what |
woke.

(I wake—+ see, but not yet free.)

A wanderer of w zard land | was, until a nonth ago

(so well 1 know)

The headman of this village came And begged that | shoul d stay.

(so cold and fey)

"For since our wizard died," he said "And why he died we do not know—

(so long ago!)

W have no one to weave us spells And keep the Dark at bay."

(the dark, so deep: so cold the sleep)
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"Hi s house and books are yours, mlady, If you choose but to remain."
(remenbered pain) Hs offer was too tenpting To be lightly set aside
(remenbered pride) 1'd wearied of ny travel, being Plaything of the sun and
rai n—

(choose to remain— This was the chance |1'd hoped for—And | said that | would
bi de.

(I hope—+ pray—and you mnust stay)

Perhaps if | had been a nman, And not a nmaid, perhaps if | Had been | ess
lonely, less alone, O less of magic fol k—

(the spell-bound broke) Watever weakness was in nme, O for whatever reason
why

(my reason why)

Sonet hing slept within that house That ny own presence woke.

(You dream so much—+ try to touch)

A hal f-seen shadow courted ne, Stirred close at hand or by ny side.

(to bid you bide) It left a lover's token—ene Fresh bl ossomon ny plate.

(a fragrant bait)

| woke to danger—knew the young Magician still to Earth was tied—
(for freedomcried) And tied to ne—and | mnust act.
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O | mght share his fate.

(I neea your aid, be not afraid)

I found a spell for banishnent—

The pages then turned—and not by ne!

(1 ook now and see) The next spell differed by one word, A few strokes of a
pen.

(and read again) The first one | had seen before, The spell to set a spirit
free;

(so I will be)
The second |l et the mage-born dead Take flesh and |ive again!
(one spell and then | Iive again)

Now bot h these spells were equal In their risk to body and to soul
(I shall be whole) And both these spells demanded They be cast on Lammas

N ght .
(the darkest night) And both these spells of spirit And of caster took an
equal toll,

(task to the soul) But nowhere is it wit That either spell is of the Light.
(to live and see and touch, to be)
Can it be wise to risk the anger O the Gods in such a task?



(yet 1 nust ask) Yet who am | to judge of who Should |ive and who shoul d die?
(don't let me die— Does |love or duty call hin®
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I's his kindness to ne all a mask?

(take up the task) And could |I trust his answer If | dared to ask him"Wy?"
(give all your trust—ay will [you rnust])

So now | stand within the circle | have drawn upon the floor—

(the open door) | have no further answer if This spirit's friend or foe

(nor can you know) Though I have prayed full often, nor Can | this nonent
answer if 111 tell him"Come" or "Go."

Hal | owmmas Ni ght

MERCEDES LACKEY

The nmoon is on the wane tonight, and her light is fitful and hard to work by.
There is a chill and bitter wind tossing the bare branches of the trees; had
there been any | eaves |eft upon those sad, black boughs when the sun set, they
woul d have been ripped away by now. That sane wi nd shreds the thin, fraying

cl ouds that scud across the nobon's face, so that she seens to be dressed in
the tattered remmants of a shroud. The sound of it anpbng the trees is like the
wai | i ng of a hundred thousand | ost soul s.

And while nmy hands busy thenselves with the preparations | have rehearsed in
my mind too many tinmes to be counted, | find nyself trying to trace the path
that brought me to this night, and these perilous rituals.

Was it only last nonth, a bare noon-span of days ago that | came to this

pl ace? It hardly seems possible, and yet that is indeed the case. It seens so
strange, to | ook back upon the thing I was, so sure of nyself and ny place in
the worl d—

A wizard | was and am for ny talents lie with the nmanipul ati ons of enerqgy,
and ny know edge is that of the doors to and creatures of other worlds. Unlike

some of nmy fellows, | do not hold that witchcraft is the |esser art—eh no; |
have seen too many things to
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believe that to be the case. Faced with an elenmental or the need to bring
fertility to man, beast or field, | should be as helpless as a witch given a

waith to exorcise, or a denpn to subdue. And the healing arts that cone so
easily to the witch born were slow and painful for me to learn. To each of us
her strengths and her weaknesses, say |—but in nmy craft, | count myself no
weakling. | long ago attained the Master's rank and staff—-and yet, | wandered,
ever wandered, as if | were a Journeyman still. . At first it han been by
choice, for |I took joy in the sights and sounds of new places—but that was no
| onger the case. | was long wearied with traveling, with the hardshi ps and
mundane dangers of the road, with being the plaything of the weather, the pawn
of the seasons. But |, having been hurt too many times by ny fell ow
man—fellows in ny art, let me say—had grown shy of their conpany, and would
settle only in sone renmpte place, far fromother practitioners of ny art, in
some rustic habitat where | nmight meditate and study at |eisure, and use ny
skills to the nutual benefit of my pocket and the well-being of ordinary folk.
But we of wizardly kind are often of that frame of mnd; and it seened that no
matter where ny feet carried ne, there were others settled there before ne.
Until, one autum day, mnmy wanderings brought nme here—

It was a goodly village | saw, nestled in a quiet little valley. The gold of
freshly-thatched roofs blended with the brighter gold and red of the autum

| eaves; there was a mill clacking and plashing the water of the stream (al ways
a good sign of prosperity) and fromthe row of carts next to it, the harvest
had been an anple one. Even nore cheering, | could see

fromnmy vantage point where ny road crested the hil

%

HALLOAWAS NIGHT 9

that the m 1l wheel was being used to power a cider press at the side of the
buil ding. Three or four village folk were tending it, and an errant breeze



brought the scent of apples to ne even as | deternmined to descend into their
val | ey.

The inn, though small, was cheerful with whitewashed wall, red shutters, and
snoke- bl ackened beans. | took ny seat within it at a trestle table and nodded
inafriendly fashion to two or three broad-shouldered lads (farners waiting
for their grain to be ground, | judged). | had waited no nore than a breath or
two before the portly, balding, redcheeked i nnkeeper appeared to ask ny
desires.

| told him he served ne ny bread, cheese, sausage and ci der—+then stood behi nd
me as if he w shed sonething of ne.

Il let himwait for alittle as | eased ny parched and dry throat with his nost
excel l ent drink, then | ooked up at himwith a sidew se gl ance out of nmy eye—
have found that common folk do not like to be | ooked at directly by a
practitioner of arcane skill.

"Your fare is quite satisfactory, good innkeeper," | said, giving himan
openi ng to speak.

" Tis afl of our own, mlady," he made answer. "Well, and it may be hunbl e by
some folk's lights, but "tis proud we are of it. MIlady—night | be askin'
ye—be ye a nagi ker ?"

| nodded at mny staff, that |eaned against the wall beside ny table. Carved
with silver-inlaid runes, and surmounted by a gl obe of crystal clasped in an
eagle's claw of silver, it told all the world what ny calling was. "As you can
see, goodnman. | am of wi zard-teaching."

'Then, mlady, would it be puttin' ye out of yer way to be speakin* to our
headman?"

| was a bit surprised by the question, but took pains not to showit. "I have
nowhere in particular to go,
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good sir; | ama free wanderer, with ny tine all ny

own. "

He bobbed his head at ne. "Then, if ye'd be so

kind, I be goin" to fetch him"

And to ny astonishnment, he trotted across the rutted dirt street to the

chandl er's shop.

He returned quickly enough, and by his side wal ked a thin, sallowfaced fell ow
clad in brown homespun, who m ght well have | ooked di sagreeabl e but for the

i nes of good hunor about his eyes and nout h.

He cane straight to nmy table and wasted no tinme in coming to the point.

"Jesse tells me you are a magi ci an—and a wanderer," he said. "Forgive ny

i mpudence, but—ilady, we have strong need of one such as you."

Again, | was astonished, for this seemed the perfect place for wizard or wtch
to settle, and in truth | had been somewhat expecting to be greeted by anot her
such as | with a subtle hint that | should let ny feet

carry me further.

"How so?" | asked, still not letting nmy astonishment show. "I would have

t hought that so charnming a place as this would have a resident nage."

"We—di d have, milady," the man said, |ooking anxious. "He—died. W don't know

why. "

By the Powers of Light, that had an omi nous ring

toit! e

"Was he ol d?" | asked cautiously. "How did this

happen?"

"Nay, |ady, he was young, young as you, | would reckon. He just—died. Between

sunset and sunrise. The dairymaid found him sitting up at the table, when she
brought the norning muk, with not a mark

on him"

My m nd worked furiously; such a death coul d have

any nunmber of causes, some arcane, sone as sinple

»
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as an unguessed heart ailnent. "And why do you say you have need of one such
as | ?" | asked while I thought.

"Because of the forest, lady," he said in a half-whisper, gesturing

nort hwards. "East, west and south, it's just woods—but northwards—nay. It's
haunt ed, belike, or worse. Uncanny things live there, and sonetines take a
notion to come out. He kept 'em bound away, so that we never even heard 'em
squall on bl ack nights, but since he died—well, we hear 'em and we're
starting to see 'em again just beyond the fence he put 'round 'em when we
nave to travel in that direction. W need another magi ker to keep 'em bound,
and that's a fact."

That made sense; whatever their mage had been hol ding off, and however he'd
done it, the spells he'd set would be fading with his death.

| looked at the headman a little nmore closely, this tine using a touch of
mage-sight. "I would say you need one for nore than mat—er haven't you got a
heal er hereabouts?" Mage-sight told me his sall ow conpl exi on came from a

hal f - poi soned liver; something a sinple healing spell could deal with readily.
"Have you skill at healing, too?" He looked like a child with an unexpected
abundance of Yule giftings. "Nay, we've no healer; our herb woman died a good
three years ago and her kin hadn't the talent. And Master Keighvin, he didn't
have t he knack, either, though he tried, 1'll give himthat. MIlady, we built
hi ma house; we've kept it cleanly and snug, hoping one such as you woul d
chance this way. If you choose to stay, milady, the house and all he left are
yours; keep the evil in the forest bound, and we'll provision you as we did
him Do aught else, and you'll be well repaid, in cash or kind."

The offer was far too tenpting to resist. This was
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just such an opportunity as | had |onged for; and whatever it was that had
killed Keighvin, | was certain | would be able to deal with it.

"Done, " | said.

Per haps | should have been nore cautious; if any evil power had wanted to |ay
atrap for me, this was the perfect bait. Yet such was ny weariness, ny
longing Tor a place to settle, that | threw all caution to the wi nds.

Headman O amled me to a snug little cottage set apart from the rest of the
clustered houses of the village. It was exactly the land of dwelling | would
have built for nyself, far enough fromthe village to allow nme to fee

undi sturbed, yet near enough that isolation would not becone a burden. Three
roonms below it had, and one above—and | knew without his telling nme that the
one above was the former wi zard' s room of power and know edge. | could fee

t he resi duum of magi cs worked there even from bel ow. For the rest—a bedroom a
sitting room a tiny kitchen, all showi ng the subtle carel essness of a

bachelor. | probed about me carefully, paying closest attention to the area
where the wi zard had been found dead, and felt—othing. Nothing at all, |
stood quietly in the very center of the house, and still felt nothing. The

house was empty. |f Keighvin had been killed by sonething here, it was |ong
gone. And | was certain nt/ waroings woul d be proof against any second such
i ntrusion.

| spent the remainder of that day cleaning out all traces of the forner
owner —al t hough | sonehow coul d not bring nyself to destroy his possessions.
Instead, | packed themaway in three barrels brought me by the mller, and
stored themup in the attic.

My own few possessi ons were soon augnented by

gifts, brought shyly by the village wonmen—a bunch
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of bright autum | eaves and grasses in a honely pottery vase, a bright bit of
weaving to grace a chest, an enbroidered cloth for the table, another in a
handmade frame to adorn the wall, some soft pillows to soften the wooden
settle. | surmised that they would gladly have gifted their forner nmage with



.such things, but that his bachelor austerity seened to forbid such presents.
More substantial giftings came over the course of the next three days from
their spouses: firewood, snmoked nmeat and fish, cheese and neal, ale and cider
root vegetables. In return | began nmy own work; curing first the headman's
ailing liver, then the miller's .cowthat had a tunor of the wonb, then
casting half a dozen finding spells to recover |ost objects.

By week's end the little things that had needed doing since their w zard had
gone were all taken care off and | had the greater work before ne—to deternine
just what it was that he had kept in check. And, if | could, what had killed
hi m

| went out northwards into the forest; by night, for if | was going to
confront evil, | wanted to know it at its full strength. There was a kind of
path here, with a touch of magic about it; | surnmised that he had made it, the
W zard Keighvin, and followed it.

Deeper and deeper into the inky shadows beneath the trees it led. There was a
little breeze that murmured uneasily among the dying | eaves, but there was no
sign of animal or bird. At last it grew so dark that even my augnmented sight
could not avail me; | kindled a witchlight within the crystal on the end of ny
staff, and forged onward by the aid it gave ne. The branches of the trees
seened to shrink away fromtile cold blue light. My own steps crunching
through the fallen | eaves seenmed as loud as those of a carel ess
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gi ant. The shai p-sour scent of themtold me that few, if any, had taken this
path of late.

When | had penetrated nearly half a | eague, | began to feel eyes upon
me—dnfriendly eyes. And nore, | detected that nmagi c had been worked

her eabout s, somewhere. Powerful nagic, w zardly nagic, akin to mne, but not
preci sely of the school | had been taught in. Soon enough thereafter | cane
upon the source of that magic.

It lay before me like a wall that only w zardly sight could reveal. It was a
great circle-casting, fading now, but still powerful. Nothing material of evil

birthing could have passed it; only waiths and shades, and they woul d have
found the passage difficult and pai nful. Wen Kei ghvin had been anong the
living, it must have been inpossible even for themto cross. | found nyself
pausing to admire the work; it was truly set by the hand of a master, and

wi shed | could have known him Such an orderly piece of work bespoke an
orderly mnd—and the strength of it inplied a powerful sense of duty. Both are
traits | find admirable, and nore pleasing than a fair formor conely face.
Vague shapes lurked at the edge of the light cast by nmy staff; | could see
only their eyes, and that not clearly. My nage-senses told nme nore than
enough—the villagers feared them wth good sense. Whatever it was that
spawned them they hungered; sonme for flesh and bl ood, others for death and
pai n. And now beneath the casting placed by Keighvin, |I*could sense the faint
traces of others, older and ol der—+t was plain that one wi zard had al ways
guarded the people of the village fromthese creatures of the Dark, passing
the task on to a successor. | guessed (truthfully, as |I later found) that the
Thi ngs had broken | oose enough tines that the villagers had cone to val ue
their w zards, and to fear to be w thout one.
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| opened my shields to the casting, for to reinforce it | would have to take
some of it into nyself. No wizard' s workings are the sane as another's; were
to i npose my powers al one upon that circle of protection | would surely break
it. -1 nmust blend ny owmn magics with it, as all the others had done before ne.
| ignored the I oom ng presence of those O hers—they could not harm nme, double
arnored as | was by the circle and ny own shieldings. | tested the flavors of
Kei ghvin's magic: crisp and cool, like a tart, frost-chilled apple. | felt the
textures, smooth and sl eek; saw the color, the blue of fine steel; knew the
scent, like junper and sage. And beneath it, the fading flavors and col ors and
scents of the others, cinnamon and willow and sunrise, ice and harpsong and



roses, fire and |lightning and vel vet —

When | knew them knew themall, | built upon themmy own power. | reached
into the core of nyself, and wove a starsong nelody, blending it with
pi nesnoke silk and crystal rainbow, knotting it all into a cord stronger than

cold iron and nore enduring than dianond; for those were the hall marks of ny
OWn powers.

When | opened ny eyes the circle glowed at ny feet and reached breast-high, so
brightly even the untaught coul d have seen it; glowed with the same blue as
the witchlight of ny staff.

| felt exhausted, utterly drained, yet elated. To test the efficacy of ny
weavi ng, | dropped ny shielding, and waited to see what the creatures of the
Dark trapped within it would do

Seei ng ne unguarded was too nuch of a tenptation for them A half-dozen
wraiths, thin, filmy arnms outstretched and cl aws grasping, flung thensel ves at
the barrier, wailing. For the first tine | saw sone of what the magic barrier
had hel d at bay, and despite
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that | had been expecting sonething of the kind, |I shuddered inwardly.

If you have never seen a waith, they are hardly inpressive. They seemto be

m st - shadows, attenuated, sexless man-formnms of spiderweb and fog, with great
gapi ng nout hs and holl ow eyes. If you know what they can do, however, you will
fear them They can tear the heart fromthe body with those flinsy-seem ng
claws, and devour it with that toothless nouth. Wien you know t hat —when you
have seen that, as | have—you know them for the horrible creatures that they
are, and know that they present a greater danger than many birthings of the
Dark of a nore solid form

They struck the barrier, and rebounded, and fled back into the darkness beyond
my witchlight.

| laughed in nmy pride, and left them

But that night sonething began—

It was little nore at first than a sinple, vague dream insubstantial as
snoke, hardly nore in the dawn than a distant recollection of something

pl easant. But the next night, the dream was stronger, clearer, and nore
conpelling. I amno virgin, |I have known the I oving touch of a man, but it was
I ong, two years and nore, since | had shared such pleasures, and until now
had thought | did not mss them

But the dreams, as they became stronger, drew ne nore and nore, until one
night they were as full of reality and solidity as ny daylit world.

| dreaned of a lover, gentle, considerate, a |lover who took as much care for
nmy pleasure as for his own. And we joined, not once, but many tines, body to
body, and soul to soul, as | had never joined with any ot her

I woke late, with sun wanning the foot of the bed. I was tired, but | had been
working late into the
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ni ght, constructing a set-spell to keep vernmin fromthe village granary. But—
was al so curiously sated, as if the dream|oving had been real

| rose and stretched lazily, and dressed. | entered my tiny kitchen to break
ny fast.

Beside the plate | had laid ready the night before lay a single fresh bl ossom
of spring beauty.

Thi s was autumm.

Still, | rationalized after ny first surprise, nmany of the villagers had
forcing franmes. Some kind soul, or admiring child, perhaps, had left it there.
Thus even the wi sest can del ude thenmsel ves when they do not wi sh to face the
truth.

| wal ked through the next two weeks in a waking dream-by day, doing ny duty to
the now contented villagers. They were well pleased, for now not even the
faintest hint of the creatures of the Dark reached to the I ands they called



their own. Their needs (those that | could tend to) were few, and sinple, and
qui ckly disposed of. In nmy free tinme, | studied in Keighvin's library. He had
owned a treasure trove of wjzardly lore, a cache of some three or four dozen
books. Some | was familiar with, but some were entirely new.

| studied also those notes he had nade on the nature of the "haunted forest."

It seened to himthat there was a heart to the evil, a spawni ng ground® where
the normal was taken in and perverted to evil. He referred often to the "heart
of darkness," and readi ng between the lines, | surm sed that he intended to

confront this "heart," and attenpt to defeat it. A worthy intention—+f he
could remain untouched by it. If-—that was the operable word. Sonething so
powerful mght well corrupt all it touched, a nage included.

By night | dreanmed those erotic dreans, in which
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| was possessed by ny lover and possessed himin turn. Each night they were
clearer; each night the murrmuring of ny | over canme closer to understandable
words. Each morning | woke a little later. And yet—and yet, | recovered
qui ckly, nor was the heart of ny magic touched in any way.

And each morning, there was another fresh bl ossom by ny pl ate—now, invariably,
a red rose, synbolic of desire.

It seened to ne that the autumal light did strange things within this little
house, for as | noved about it | was followed by a shadow, not quite a double
of my own. And never could | see it when | |ooked straightly at it—enly from

the corner of ny eye. It danced attendance on ne fromthe nmonent | crossed the
threshold to the nonent | left.

| really don't know why it took ne so long to realize the danger | was in.

Per haps—f | had been a man, this never could have happened. | was so |onely,
and had denied ny loneliness so long that | was, | suppose, doubly vul nerable.
Nor, had | been |l ess of a mage, could | have been so ensorceled, for a |esser
mage woul d not have been able to nmerge with Keigh-vin's magic as | had been
able to do.

For whatever reason there was, for whatever weakness lay in me, | had woken
something in that place with nmy presence.

| ventured at last a second tine into that haunted wood—this time by daylight,
for I neant to cross the boundary.

I found die "heart of darkness" indeed, just as Keighvin had witten of it.

It was a grove in the center of the haunted circle, a grove in which the noon
sun did not even penetrate the unleaving branches of the trees. | did not
venture into it, for there was a deadly cold about that place.
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and | took warning by it. | sensed sonething buried beneath the font of an
ancient willow sonething older than ny art, sonething that hated with a
passion |ike knives of ice. Something so utterly evil that ny very soul was
shaken to the roots.

Not deat h—that was not what it |onged for—orruption, perversion of all that
lived and grew was the goal it sought. It was bound—but only hal f-bound. The
magi cs that held it were-inconplete. And they were Keighvin's; | could sense
thi s beyond doubti ng.

He had come here, then, but had left his work unfinished. Wiy? Wat had

di sturbed hin? Had he fallen ill, or worse than ill? The orderly man |
intuited fromhis work and witings would not so have | eft sonething

i nconpl ete, unless—

Unl ess he had no choi ce.

And | dared not try to conplete it, not w thout knowi ng exactly what he had
done, else | would | oose what he had sought to bind.

But to leave tt hal f-bound—that was dangerous, too. If this thing should break
t he hal f-bonds, and absorb theminto itself, it would be powerful enough to
pass the boundary of the circle so nmany had cast.

| left that place nore awake than | had been since | came to ny village, and
returned, sobered and not a little frightened, to the hone |I had cone to cal



my own. | sat, ny thoughts chasing thenselves around in circles, until the
last light died and | lit a candle, placing it oir the table in the sitting
room As | did so, | danced at the night-darkened gl ass of the w ndow, | ooking
not at the | andscape beyond, but at the reflection

And it was only then, only when | saw t he shadow standi ng behind ne in that
reflection and recognized himfor ny dreamlover, that | truly woke to what
bad been happening to ne in nmy own hone.
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How, why, | did not know, but | knew this—+the shadow that courted ne, the

| over of ny drams, and the w zard Kei ghvin were one and the same. He was stil
eart hbound—tied to nme, feeding on ne. A benign, harm ess rel ati onshi p—Aaow. But
unless | acted, and acted quickly, | could easily find nyself being drained by
t he ghostly | overmaking. Wth every dreamtryst, he was grow ng stronger, and
had been for sone time. For the nonent the rel ationship was harm ess—but there

was no guarantee that it would remain so. | stood in nortal danger of becomn ng
exhausted, until | becane another such waith. Lake Keighvin, unliving, yet
undyi ng.

| dropped the candlestick | was holding, and the chimey shattered at ny feet.
Heedl ess of the shards of glass |I trod upon, | ran for the stairs and the
library. | knew | nust act, and act quickly, while | still had the resol ution
to do so.

| remenbered one book, a huge, hand-lettered tome, that held the spell |
needed. | pulled it down fromits place on the shelf, coughing a little from
the dust that | disturbed, and set it on the table, flipping hurriedly through
the pages to find the one spell | needed.

| found it three-quarters of the way through the book; not a spell of

exorcism but a different sort of spell. A spell to open the door between this
worl d and the next so that an earthbound spirit would be drawn through it and
into its proper sphere. It was a nost dangerous spell, risking both body and

soul of the caster. The danger to the body lay in that the caster nust |eave
it to open the door, and that it would cause a deadly draining of physica
energy. The danger to the soul lay in that the spell left it vul nerable and
unshi el ded, and the tenptation of that doorway woul d be very great.
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Yet—+ could not drive nmy gentle | over away by brutal exorcism no, | could not
be so cruel to himwho had only been (thus far) kind. This was the only spel

| could choose—

And then, in die draftless room an unseen hand turned the page of the great
book.

I thought it was the sane spell at first. Then | saw that it differed by one
single word, a few strokes of a pen. That first spell | knew, but this—this
was another totally unknown. And its purpose was—

Was to let the mage-born, if they nad died before their appointed tine, take
flesh and Iive again.

Both spells were equal in danger to body and soul. The second, in point of
feet, placed a tol erable amunt of danger on the spirit involved, for if he
was judged and found wanting, it meant utter dissolution. Nowhere was it
witten that either spell was of Dark path, or Light; they were utterly
neutr al

Both required they be cast this night of all nights; Hallowrmas, the perilous,
when Light nmagic and Dark are in equal balance, and either result is likely
fromany spell made—and nost particularly when, as now, Hallowras falls under
a wani ng noon.

This is risking the anger of the gods, to take upon oneself the restoring of
t he dead—yet what and who am| to judge who is fit to live or die?

Since that day, one week ago, he has not come to nme by night; does he judge
that I would repudiate him{do |I nave the strength?) or is he letting me make
nmy decision unsullied by his attentions?



What of the "heart of darkness?" Did he try to bind it, and becone corrupted
by it? Wiy did he | eave the task half done? Did it murder him to keep him
fromdestroying it? Is this why he begs life anew? Duty? To see the task
through to its end?

O —does he love ne, as he seened to? Is it ne
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that calls to hin? Never have | nelded so with another's magics as | did with
hi s—never has mnmy soul or body responded so to another's touch

O does he seek to use ne, corrupted by that foul thing that |ay beneath the
willows roots? WIIl he use me, and then destroy nme and set that evil free?
Could | trust his answer if | were to attenpt to ask himwhy?

| have sought for an answer, and found none, but in heaven nor hell nor al
the lore that w zard-land knows. No gods have nade their will nanifest to ne,
not even at this final hour, as ny hands go through notions that | have
rehearsed so often that | could performthem sl eeping or near-dead.

| stand within nmy circles now, ny preparations all are made. | can see him a
shadow anmong the shadows, standing just outside the boundaries | have nade. |
can al nost make out his face. | cannot tell what expression he wears. The hour
of midnight is drawing closer, and | have begun my chants. In a few nore
mnutes, | will speak that single word—

And | cannot at this moment answer if it will be "come" or "go."

Harvest of Souls
DORANNA DURG N
"Kenl an died a year ago,'

die woman told Dyanara. "And things' ve gone from bad

to worse."
Dyanara | ooked into the stone-lined well; a sulfu-rous odor wafted up to sting
her nose. She stepped back fromthe wooden housing of the well, ner booted

feet sinking into ground softened by spilled water. The |ocal w zard should
have taken care of this long ago, along with some of the unhealthy crops she'd
seen as she wal ked into the comunity of Churtna.

That is, if he hadn't been killed, and sonehow gone unrepl aced

The wonman—her name was Parri e—squeezed one hand with the other, quietly
anxious. "We'll pay you the best we can. | ... | just don't know how nuch

| onger we can drink this water. The new well Tavis dug out back gave us just
the sane, only less of it." Her light brown hair was graying, her face browned
and winkled by the sun, and her expression tight.

And no wonder. The house garden was stunted and browning, in this late spring
when it should have been growing its fastest. The cow was ribby, the chickens
had pecked at each other until fully half of themwere bald, and the hayfield
boasted sparse and stingy grass .that would never be ready for first harvest.
The entire
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honest ead | ooked blighted, down to the thatched little cottage that served as
hone for this famly.

The ol dest was a youth al nbst ready to be out on his own; there were a handf ul
of boys and girls in between, and then the youngest, a girl who | ooked to be
ten or eleven and brightly interested in the arrival of a wizard. A wonan

wi zard, with well-worn trews just this side of patching, and a | oose, |ong
tunic with the synbols of her House of Magi c enbroidered on cuffs and around
the neckline. At thirty-four, Dyanara was hitting the strength of her powers,
and the strength of her body had not yet started to wane; she was, if neither
wi | lowy and graceful nor plunmp and well-endowed, at |east hardened by her
travels into sonmething of clean lines and sel f-assured novenent. She | ooked
down at the girl. Dyanara wondered if she, too, would have had such a famly,
had she chosen other than a wanderer's path.

"I will cleanse the well," Dyanara said, "but I "do not work for nothing."
Parrie's already tight lips thinned even further; she wapped her arns around



herself and waited for the bad news. They were strong arns, show ng signs of
hard work—a brui se here, a scratch there, an old thin scar that went from

wist to elbow "If your wizard died |ast year," Dyanara added, "there will be
others in need here. | nust have sonmeone to guide ne to them" She | ooked at
the girl "My fee will be the services of your youngest."

"Jacoba? You want Parrie trailed off, dropped her hand to the child's
shoul der. Jacoba's hopeful face | ooked up at her with please shining through
"Do you agree?" Dyanara asked, putting a little starch into her voice.

"Why, yes," the woman said, sounding a little bew I dered. "OfF course you may
have Jacoba as guide while you bide here." Relief slowy relaxed her features.
HARVEST OF SQULS
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Dyanara nodded briskly, and turned to Stunble, her pack donkey and travel
conpanion. Purification of foul water ... she'd have to try to follow the

water to the source and take care of the problemthere, or she'd be back here
agai n before sumer was over

Stunbl e's pack yielded a few fragrant herbs and a crystal Dyanara used to
trigger the state of deep concentration she'd need. She gave the herbs to one
of the middle children, a daughter who' d been watchi ng from behind Stunble.
'Tea," she said sternly. "Hold it for ne."

Dyanara pul |l ed a bucket of water and carefully soaked die well rope with it;
she tossed the bucket back down into the well. Parrie and the girls watched,
sayi ng not hi ng.

Then Dyanara turned away fromthem turned away fromthe noises of the little
honestead, the call of one child to another, the mutterings of the chickens.
Kneel ing at the wooden well cover, grasping the sodden rope with one hand and
the quartz in the other, she turned inward Bonding with the water in the rope,
she followed it to the pool of water that held the bucket. Wth the acrid tang
of sul phur perneating her senses, she traced the water back as it seeped

bet ween rock |l ayers, now a slow trickle, now a sudden free rush through open
space. The snell/touch/taste of sul phur thickened, coating the inside of her
nmout h, stinging her eyes. There. A space that had been open, a little arch of
rock above the water—now crunbl ed and fallen, a cave-in of nearly pure

sul phur.

Dyanara held steady in the flow of the water, considering die choking rock.
Then she turned to a new chant, and neady, widi no nore energy than the task
requi red, she noved the rock aside and anchored it in place, shielding it.
Gently, she let herself be swept back in the current of the water, sending out
tenc
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of clarifying energy that expanded and grew until they and Dyanara arrived
back in the well, in clean, sweet water.

She took a direct hop back to her body and opened her eyes to see the pink
flare of light fading in her crystal. Setting it atop the well housing, she
stood, brusquely brushing off knees grown danp from kneeling in front of the

well. "There," she said. "That should do it." She w shed she could as easily
fix all the honestead's ills, but Parrie was delighted.

"Look, Jacoba, Sissy-we've got tvaterl" She bent over the well and inhal ed
deeply. "It even snells good!"

"Draw some of it," Dyanara said. "We'll use it for that tea." The last of her

tea, but a fair trade for the conpany, after the lonely days of the road.
Parrie gladly bent to foll ow Dyanara's suggestion, her whol e body shouting of
her el ation.

Dyanara | ooked past the well and into the stunted fields beyond. Sonething

el se needed fixing here. She felt its touch—and felt it flicker out of reach
beyond her ability to follow, or even to nanme, leaving only a lingering taste
of decay in her m nd.

Dyanara stood in the mddle of the cart path with Jacoba beside her and
Stunbl e browsi ng the roadsi de behind her. Before her was a man who was taking
her entirely too much for granted, sonehow assum ng she'd | eap at the chance



to give up the patterns of her wandering life.

"You don't even know nme," Dyanara said pointedly. She, Stunble and Jacoba were
on their way to one of Jacoba's neighbors. She wasn't overly pleased to neet
someone who wanted to sidetrack her. "Or |, you." He said his name was Bal bas.
He said he was Churt-na's mayor. And he said he wanted her to stay.
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"The wi zard Kenlan ..." said Bal bas, and hesitated, apparently realizing he'd
taken the wong approach with his confidence. He was tall and brawny and in
his strength, with furred arms and gi nger chest hair poking out die top of his
shirt. But signs of long-termstrain grouped in frown |ines between his brows,
and Dyanara wondered if his forwardness nmerely spoke of how much he had to

| ose.

"Kenl an is dead," she said, and her tone gentled somewhat. "This, | know What
I don't know is how, or why." She flipped her long braid, brown with glints of
sun- bronzed highlights, off her shoul der and down her back, and nade a
conscious effort to renove the stern traces froma face that took themon al
too easily. Long straight nose, |ean cheeks, a long jaw saved from pl ai nness
by the fine curve of her chin ... all she had to do was | ower her brow a touch
and her expression went straight to inposing. Sometinmes that was hard to
remenber.

"None of us know just how Kenlan died," Balbas said. H's nmouth tightened into
a grimexpression, and then, through obvious effort, relaxed again. "Al we
know is that it was magic, and he's dead, and we've had a hard year because of
it. You, Mstress, will probably learn nore than that, sinply by exam ning his
hone. A hone, | night add, which can easily be yours. Alibrary that was

Kenl an's pride, a good deep well, and a | arge nunber of custoners who are not
above begging if it neans you will stay, if only through the winter."

Wnter under shelter of her own. That did sound like a nice change. "I have a
job to do now," she told him "If you cone with us, afterward you may show ne
this house."

Bal bas was pl eased to acconpany themto Sen-nal ee's house, where Dyanara put a
simpl e charm on
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the famly's new pl ow. The work was qui ckly done, and die walk to Kenlan's
house only a few niles.

The house greeted her al nost as though it were alive, with an odd air of
eagerness, a forlorn sigh of cobweb. A small gray cat crept out froma cranny
in the woodpile and met her before the door, tail held high and aquiver with
pl easure. Dyanara scooped the creature up wi thout thought, letting it settle
agai nst her chest. It purred, its eyes half closed, giving her the occasiona

| ovi ng nudge-rub with its chin.

Bal bas eyed her askance, and she | ooked back at him brow raised, eyes
demandi ng.

"No one's been able to get near that wild thing since Kenlan died," he told
her, and opened the door of the house for her. He, she saw, obviously intended
to stay outside with Jacoba and Stunble. No matter. He felt only that the
house was different, while she knew it was safe.

When Dyanara stepped through the threshold, the house folded itself around her
with the air of a long-lost friend. Though the dried remains of Kenlan's |ast
meal still sat at the hearth, and the brai ded wool rugs were noth-eaten and
nmusty, Dyanara's first inpression was of welcom ng warnth; she would have
sworn the air held the scent of spicy tea instead of mildew

But she blinked, and focused herself, and thus sou?. It would take days to
clean this house. Its roof was in dire need of repair, the rugs and beddi ng
were rui ned, and she wasn't sure the chimey was safe to use

But it wanted her. And it made her think wistfully of her fifteen years on the
road, and all the likes in her life that could have turned into loves if she'd
given them half a chance, and die fact that if she'd allowed it, she could



have had her own daughter's eyes watching her through the open doorway instead
of Jacoba's.

She' d al ways been independent; fiercely so. It had
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served her well as she traveled fromtown to town, picking up bits of w zardly
| ore diat her House had not provided, curing ills and wardi ng honest eads

agai nst die kind of numlaise diat had sonehow perneated every hone in this
area. And while fierce independence had protected her fromthe nornal
heartaches of life, she wondered about all the things she'd missed as a
result, and if it had been a price too high

Dyanara snorted, startling the cat against her breast. She | ooked down at it

and nmurnured, "Never mind. |I'lIl stay, but it's not because of the gl anour
you"—eani ng die cat, die house, and whatever el se m ght have had a
part—tried to work on me. It's because ... maybe it's time." Gentiy, she set

the cat on die floor, and dien turned to face Bal bas dirough die door. "I'll
stay," she told him matter-of-factiy.

The relief diat lit his face rem nded her that Churtna was in trouble, and
that Kenlan's death was still a nystery—and diat she had just agreed to step
into die mddle of it.

Dyanara opened di e house to the sumer breezes and tossed the nol ded, usel ess
beddi ng out for die birds to pick apart. She swept out the corners, bartered
repair for die chimey, and sent Jacoba around to informdie village

i nhabitants diat diey could find her here.

What had killed him and left tiiis house for her? Such an odd littie house,
one die bright Jacoba entered unwillingly and only nmonentarily, where Dyanara
found hersel f turning around, noudi open to speak to soneone she was certain
was di ere. Were die evening shadows sonetines held peculiar shapes, and where
die brush of a breeze against her armfelt so nmuch like die transient touch of
a gentie hand.
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She supposed she shoul d be concerned; instead she felt flattered, even ..
courted. She enjoyed the rare quiet nonments of her evenings, when she took the
small gray cat into her arms, sitting in her nmended rocking chair by the door
and the fresh air. The cat sat quietly, kneading Dyanara's lap gently with her
paws—except for those nmonents when she suddenly |lifted her head, gave a small
nrrp of greeting, and foll owed sonet hi ng—ot hing that Dyanara could see—with
her big green eyes. And then would cone that touch, a breeze to ruffle the
fine hairs of her arm

The villagers, so long bereft of their w zard, had many needs. She gathered
qui ckly enough that while Kenlan had been a good man, a trusted ally in the
daily struggle for survival, his interests had been weighted toward study and
i nnovation. Her own ability to sift her mnd s store of practical spells and
conme up with the right chant for cleansing a crop of black blight or repelling
a certain grub won her the instant respect of her customners.

And yet, while bartering slowy stocked her pantry, filled her woodpil e,
mended her roof and plowed her |ate garden, Dyanara realized she was not
maki ng enough of a difference. How had things gone bad so fast?

A summer morning found Dyanara crouched by the fireplace, patiently waiting
for the water to boil her breakfast eggs, picking at a threadbare spot on her
knee and knowi ng she nust barter for clothing next. The steeping tea filled
the cottage with beckoning spice, ana the air was thick and already hot wth
the prom se of the day, Dyanara thought she would cool the tea before she
actually drank it. Practical thoughts, all of them She ran fromone to the
other, trying to avoid the dream she'd woken from

The dream-and the man in her dream Kenl an?
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He was sandy-haired and several years younger than she, with suppressed



excitement in his sharp-edged blue eyes—excitenment mngled with sonething
sterner, sonething that spoke of the know edge of dark things. And then

fadi ng around the edges and clear reluctance on his face, he'd left. He'd

wal ked by her, brushing against her armin an intimate way. A famliar touch
as gentle as a breeze.

As gentle as a breeze.

But no nmenmory of a breeze had ever rai sed such goosebunps on her arns. Dyanara
bri skly rubbed those arms, and spooned her eggs fromthe water, know ng they'd
still be too soft for her liking but needing to do it, to nmove away from her

t houghts. She went to the table, bow in hand—and there she froze. She al npst
dropped the bow .

There was a bl ossomon her plate. Fresh white petals edged with scarlet, a

m st of dew still lining the inner throat of the bell-shaped bl ossom... it
sat there, a fragrant and flagrant inpossibility. A spring offering in high
sunmer. A |lover's token

She touched it. She gently scooped it up in her free hand and brought it close
to her face, breathing its scent. And she finally admtted she was not al one
in this house.

Jacoba stood in the doorway. "Sennalee's corn's got silk rot," she announced.
They came to Jacoba, now, and | et Jacoba take the news to Dyanara. Dyanara
woul d have taught the girl herb |ore anyway—+t was nice to have help in the

gathering—but it was clear that the girl liked to earn her way.

But not today. Dyanara said as nmuch, sitting at the table with a stack of
Kenl an's books in front of her. "Today, I'mtrying to figure out what killed
Kenl an. "

"Magi c he couldn't control, says Bal bas," Jacoba
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of fered. She lingered in the doorway, only one small bare foot venturing over
the threshold to toe at the board floor before retreating again.

"Does he?" Dyanara said, saving her place in the book with a finger. "Not to
nme, he doesn't."

"He's afraid of you," the girl said sinply.

Dyanara hid her snile and instead raised an eyebrow

"He is. Ever since the cat liked you. And the house, too." She hesitated, then
added, "Lammas Night is tonorrow. It'd be a hurtin' bad sign if Sennal ee had
to start the celebration with silk rot."

Lammas, the month of ripening. Lanmmas Night, the dedication to renewal of life
and earth. No, Sennal ee would not be happy to start the cel ebration of harvest
and life with her corn sickening. "Then we'll have to make sure Sennal ee's
corn is aU right before then," Dyanara said. "But this norning, |'mworking on
somet hing el se.”

Tacoba gave her an uncertain | ook, unused to such delay. "Go," Dyanara said
gently. "I'Il take care of the corn."

She bent her head back to the book. Another noment's pause, and she heard the
carel ess slap of Jacoba's feet as the girl ran down the path. Sennalee's corn
she told hersel f, and went back to her reading.

Though the rest of the cottage mght have fallen to ruin around them the
books rested untouched on stunfy shel ves agai nst the back wall. Spelled

agai nst damage fromfire, danp, and creature, the books al nbst humed to

t hensel ves as they waited to be read. Kenlan's neat, tiny script filled the
book margins, detailing his thoughts about the theories and spells wthin.
Dyanara chose vol unmes at random skimmng, hoping to trip or stunble over
somet hing that didn't seem
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quite right. Sonething that he shouldn't have been tooling w th—and sonething
that mght tie into the community's m serable growi ng season. Somet hi ng dat ed
fromlast sunmmer...

In early afternoon, she paused for tea and corn-bread, and to return her first



stack of books to the shelves in exchange for her second. In the mddle of a
deep yawn and wel | -deserved stretch, she snelled a hint of a newy faniliar
fragrance. A spring fragrance, bringing immediately to mnd a belled,
scarlet-fringed blossom and conming to her on an intimate breeze.

Dyanara dropped out of her stretch, her gaze darting around the cottage.
Not hi ng. She gave the bookshelves a critical eye, and then she saw it. Another
bl ossomed token, sitting atop the spine of one of the thickest books, waiting
for her. Dyanara hesitated, and scooped it up with a gentle hand.

The flower turned to mist and fading scarlet; the scent |lingered. She | ooked
at her hand, | ooked at the book again. "I can take a hint," she said al oud,
and pull ed the book fromthe shelf.

"Mip" said the little gray cat, w nding between her |egs. Dyanara stepped over
it and put the book on the table, opening it to thick pages. The calligraphy
was ornate but exacting and easy to read, and when she cane to the spell for
bani shment, she recognized it i mediately. No wonder Kenlan was getting pushy;
it was a spell for Lanmas N ght—for releasing souls « to die heavens. Soul s
like Kenlan's, as benign as it seened to be, that haunted this cottage.

But meddling in souls was no w zard's business.

She stared at the page, thinking about that school-bred injunction. A breeze
brushed agai nst her, a suspiciously convenient breeze, and it flipped the

thi ck page over. The next spell was identical to the first but for a single
word, which i medi ately caught Dyanara's eye.
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Meant for the mage-born, this spell would not free Kenlan's soul, but would
instead bind himto the earth again. Gve himflesh, and bring himback to
Churtna. To ... Dyanara, She thought again of her dream and the look in his
eyes as he'd touched her arm Pl ease, die breeze whispered, playing with the

| oose tendrils of her braided hair.

Dyanara' s hand was shaki ng as she abruptly cl osed the book on both forbidden
spells. "Meddling in souls is no wi zard's business!" she said, out loud this
time, and loudly as well.

But could she | eave himstranded, forever tied to this cottage and the little
gray cat who | oved hinf? Had he done anything to deserve that, which she would
not have w shed on her nost evil foe? And ... she was a practitioner, quick
and efficient. He was the scholar, the seeker. Alive, could he help her hea
this place?

She couldn't know. The real question was, did she dare to find out? Dyanara

| ooked from her shaking hand to the thick book of spells. No. She didn't have
time for this. Tonorrow was Lammas Night, and Sen-nal ee's corn was ailing.
Dyanara swept out of the cottage, snatching up her pack on the way. She didn't
turn around to eye the piteously newi ng cat, or respond to the beseeching
breeze that slipped through the thick, still air of sumrer, renew ng her
goose-bunps. As she stal ked away fromthe cottage, the breeze faded, |eaving
her with nothing but her thoughts.

And those thoughts, unfortunately, kept those goosebunps right where they

ver e.

"Kenl an?" said Sennal ee, while Dyanara prepared to deal with her corn. "He was
always a Uttle distracted, but he was a good nan."
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"Kenl an?" Bal bas said, |ooking up fromthe wax tablet he was | aboring over,
surprised to see Dyanara in town. "Had his mind on sonmething the last nmonth or

so he was alive. Seened worried. But yes, | trusted him He was a good nan."
"Kenl an?" Jacoba's not her prodded a hen away fromthe side of her house and
retrieved die egg the noisy bird had been sitting on. "Wy, | Iiked himwell

enough, what | knew of him He was always kind to Jacoba. He asked an awful

| ot of questions about die season's crops right before we lost him now that |
thi nk about it." She sighed. 'The best any of us could figure—die way we found
himinside that circle on the hill-he was fussing with magic diat was too big



for him That was a sorrowful tiling, his death. He was—

"A good man," Dyanara finished for her. "Do you dunk ... Jacoba could show ne
that hill?"

The bright noon di sappeared behi nd anodi er clunp of fast-noving clouds, taking
light fromwhat had been a bright night; in anodier noment, it was back
flirting, washing die hillside widi silver |ight—and then not.

The wind lifted Dyanara's | oose hair and sent the ends dancing into tangles,
pul ling against die circlet at her brow She had exchanged her trousers for a
| ong, | oose dress of gauzy linen, belted at her waist with woven henpweed.
Spel | casting clothes, as dictated by her need to formalize any casting so
serious as dus one. The dress skirt snapped and helled wi di the wind, but the
rustic of the material was lost in the sound of die trees—ereaking as they
bent, |eaves flipping and hissing agai nst one anodier, fluttering to the
ground when they lost their grip on parent wood.

7 should be with the village. They need their w zard
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on Lammas Night of att nights. But she wasn't. She was here, and she was stil
facing her decision. Send himon his way, or... O trust nm Bring him back
Find out if his sweet touch on her armfelt as good in person. Find out if his
sharp bl ue eyes | ooked at her the sane way they had in her dream If he could,
at | east, help her.

Dyanara cl osed her eyes tightly, and turned into the wind, letting it tug the
hair away from her face, feeling it stream ng back behind her. She'd spent too
many | onely years on the road to be making this sort of decision—-and to be
making it wisely. Were the tokens, the gentleness—the | ook on his face—all a
ruse?

She took a deep breath. She didn't have to decide now. She'd be in contact
with him she'd know himby it, before she finished the spell. She just had to
be strong enough to make the right decision when the tinme cane.

She'd made her circle of rocks, the only thing that wouldn't blow away in this
fitfol wind. The book of spells rested by her feet, but she wouldn't need it—
she knew the spell by heart. Both versions. She rai sed her arns above her

head, standing tall and straight, feeling the power gathering at her very
intent, letting it wash up fromthe ground at her feet through her body to
spill out to the heavens. Don't let nme down, Kenunt she thought, half prayer,
hal f warni ng—and began. Chanting softly under her breath, the words a nere
touch of her breath against her lips, she drew Kenlan's earthbound spirit to
the circle.

Prepared to tanme the power itself, she was taken by surprise at the pull of
Kenlan's spirit on her own. His gratitude at her effort, his admration of her
skill, his ... his |ove.

She struggled to pull away fromhim Love, for someone he didn't even know?
HARVEST OF SOULS
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But | do know you. | know you well. 1've been with you all sumer.

"But | don't know you!" she cried

Then | earn of me now.

Bri ng hi m back, then? He wanted to conme back, to break those w zardly rules
and wal k twice upon this earth? Her chanting lips faltered, wavering with her
deci si on.

No! Not yet! | need your help. Churtna needs your hel p!

She blinked against the wind, not seeing hair that whipped into her eyes, nor
feeling it snatch at her domes. Did he know, then? Did he have answers?
Meddling with souls is no wizard's business. He whi spered her own words back
to her. The price is high when you bl under—and soneone did. And in a quick
fold of time, he showed her the night he'd died. Standing on this hill
enclosed in his own circle, lost in his ow spell. She followed his | oosed
spirit as it traced the faint path of evil showing in the spirit shadow of the
earth, marveling at his sldll. As though a hunter after gane, he spottedl each



slight sign and leapt upon it, knowing it would | ead hi mto whatever was

t hr eat eni ng Churt na

She was with himwhen he found it, a solid core of hunger, dark and

unfat homabl e in its need, blackness seenming to a rhythmof its own.

And you tried to stop it, she thought. But she knew right away he wasn't
strong enough to do it alone. And she knew he knew-and that he had to try, for
on this Lanmmas Night, it reached to steal the power and |ifefood that the

vill agers dedicated back to the earth. An illicit harvester, snatching their
next year's bounty.

So he tried. And ... he died.

But he hadn't gone.
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How could | go, and | eave ny vill age undefended? He was silent a nonent, as
his warnt h coal esced around her like a lover's enbrace. W can stop that

si nkhol e, that harvester of life. Now Together

She staggered then, in body and soul, her upheld arns jerking against the fear
of knowi ng he was right, her unseeing eyes going wide in the sudden wash of
nmoonl i ght. He was right. Nothing she did for this village would help themin
the end, not as long as that harvester was still sucking away their lives. And
next year would be worse than this last, and the year after that..

Dyanara, he whispered, his voice soft against her ears, tracing a shiver down
t he back of her neck. / know you, Dyanara. Fve watched you. You can do this

t hi ng—we can do this thing. An end to the harvester

Yes, she drought, and reached up to take his hand, |eaving her body behind,
just as she had left it when she'd cleared Jacoba's wefl of taint.

This time Kenlan knew where the harvester hid. He held her to him guiding
her, easily finding the dark presence, and then hol ding them both back to
circle it warily.

Weave a shield, she thought, remenbering the well again, and the sul phur fal
she' d cl osed off.

Ahh, he thought, brushing up against her presence with a nental fess. You

al ways nave those spells so close at hand. Do it, he nmeant, and the silent
pause that foll owed neant they both knew it wouldn't be easy—woul dn't be
anything like shutting off spiritless rock

Do it, she told herself, and began to shape the spell with him

And the harvester reared up, stronger than she'd imagined, a parasite with a
year of nourishment in its belly. Like a great nobile splash of ink against a
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psychic sky, it reached for diem It |ashed out, gouts of power capabl e of
obliterating anything so frail as a human spirit. Kenlan shiel ded Dyanara
while she tied down die frane of her barrier, dien added his strength to hers
while she built it—built it and rebuilt it, while the harvester destroyed what
they created, hissing and spitting like an angry cat.

Buf feted, unused to resistance, Dyanara tired Kenlan, wearied by a year's
vigil, seemed to fade from her side. Ever hungry, die harvester reached for
them tendrils of darkness drawn by their souls.

Dyanaral Kenlan cried, echoing resolve despite his waning presence. W nust
finish this.

"I won't have die strengdi to bring you back," she whispered out bud. Not

wi di out risking another blunder, another harvester.

We nmust finish this.

Dyanara thought of Jacoba's bright eyes and quick feet, and saw t hose eyes
dul l ed, those feet stilled. She reached back to her own body, and she took
fromit—she stole fromit—and she found die strength she needed Shored by
Kenl an, she direw up die walls of die shield, a quick latticework of energy
di at expanded and spread until it was whole. Until the harvester, trapped
behind wal |s made of her life essence, was left to consune itself in an
inevitable frenzy of hunger. Until her body, wung dry, collapsed widiin its



circle, enpty of everything but die slender diread diat still tied it to
Dyanar a.

She reached for Kenlan, and knew diat there'd been as much gain as sacrifice.
Then, too tired to do anything el se, Dyanara whispered a few final words to
free diem botk

"Mrp?" Aquiet feline question cane clearly in die still night air. The trees
were quiet, and die noon
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shone unobscured upon the hill, silvering the gray fur of the small cat. Its

feet flashed in rapid novenment as it trotted up the slope to the circle of
stones, and the lifeless woman that lay there. Her long traveler's |legs were
qui et beneath the thin fabric of her dress, and her face, full of strong lines
and practicality, was softened by the hint of a snile

Dyanara, no | onger traveling.

The cat reached her and stopped, every muscle stilled but for the twitch at
the tip of its tad, and the quick movenent of its eyes as they foll owed the
flutter of the ethereal, scarlet-edged bellflowers settling to the ground
around Dyanara. Tokens.

Dyanara, no | onger al one.

The Heart of the G ove

ARDATH MAYHAR

| hear strange echoes as each word falls fromny |ips, and outside the house
the wind is rising, beating die branches of the shrubbery against nme walls.

Al nmost, the sound distracts nme, as if sonme force fromthat haunted wood is
trying to keep ne fromny task

Before nme lie the elenents needed to forma new body for this lost spirit:
earth and water, flane and wood. The bow of soil stirs uneasily as if a
breeze riffles its surface. The water quivers deep in its transparent jar. The
bl aze |l eaps at the candle-tip as if that wi nd outside reaches even here to
stir it. Only the wood is motionless, as | go forward with the chanting, the
ritual notions, the deed that may mean nmy own doom

As | near the utterance of that final word, nmy lips slowas if dreading to
give it voice. Does anyone know-ean any being judge the cleanliness of its own
spirit? Aml worthy or will | be cast as dust upon that fitful w nd?

But there was no turning back, for taking no action at all was now as
dangerous as the conpletion of ny task. My voice rose, as if in defiance, as |
said that final, irrevocable Wrd.

Reflected in the warped mirror before ne were the
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flame of ny candle, ny pale face, and the table laden with el ements intended
to forma house for the spirit | hoped to restore. Between ny face and the
mrror hovered a shadow that seened to waver between visibility and

di sappearance. Keighvin? It rust be!

I ne Word hung between us for an endl ess nonent, and it seenmed even to stil
the wind and the whi sper of |eafless shrubs against the walls. The shadow was
pull ed toward me by some force | did not understand; the elements in their
containers stirred and began rising in little spirals, as the flanme of the
candl e went out, |eaving nme in darkness.

| could hear novement, sighs and groans and sl oshings and crackles, but | was
searching for ny staff and the witch-1ight by which | could see what was
happeni ng. When the blue light flared into being, | stared, stunned—appalled
by the thing on the other side of the table.

The shape was conely. My gaze net that of the wizard for an instant, and in
his | saw gratitude—and despair. "Save yourself!" came his cry, as sone other
spirit quelled his and | ooked out at nme fromthose eyes.

A darkness, a hatred, a coldness like no other ever nmet in all ny wanderings
stared out at ne, and | knew that Kei ghvin had been conpelled to quench his



own life in order to subdue the evil that had overtaken hi manong his |abors.

Yet the wizard was still there, drowned but still struggling in that
overwhel mi ng spirit which had conquered himat |ast.
| straightened, holding that commandi ng gaze with my own. | had proven nmy own

soul to be strong enough, clean enough to nmeddle with the stuff of life.
Surely the gods were guiding nme, shaping me all through the years of ny
travel s and ny studies.

| would not submt to the heart of darkness or all ow
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the warm and | ovi ng person Kei ghvin had been to be inprisoned and used by this
nmonster. The body that ny spell had formed would dissolve if the spirit was
renoved fromit, and that lay within nmy power.

The lips, red-brown as the soil that colored them w dened into a smle, as if
thi s not-Kei ghvin thought me enspelled by its beauty. The eyes sparked with
life that grew with each passing nonment. There was no tine to tarry; | nust
act instantly.

| smiled in turn, nmoving around the table with nmy arnms open to enbrace him
The ot her stood, waiting confidendy as | approached, the witch-Iight stil
burning fromthe staff in nmy hand.

Was | strong enough? Brave enough? Dedi cated enough to acconplish this |onely
and all but inpossible task?

Rermenbering those nights when Keighvin had visited ny dreans, | felt a vast
enptiness. | thought of the villagers, apt to suffer if | failed now Wthout
hesitation, | put ny armabout the newly-risen wizard and raised ny lips to
hi s.

It was an old art, known fromthe earliest of times: | sucked the spirit from
that fal se body as the first Dark witches had drawn the souls fromtheir
unwitting victins. Yet because | intended only good to conme of this,

recei ved that essence into nmyself and felt the angui shed amazement of that
cold Ot her as he found hinmself trapped once again, inside ny iron spirit.

The light in the crystal dimed as the dissolving body flung the whole of its
strength against ne, trying to fight free. The cold spirit drained into ne,
and | set ny wards and the guardian spells to confine him But | expected
that, and provision had been nade.

dinging to the table, leaning on the staff, | bent to the fury unl eashed
inside nme, as it surged and
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burned and struggled. At last it quieted, |eaving ne drained and exhausted.

A cup of wine restored sonething of my energy, and I turned to the stair and
sought my bed. This was the nost terrible task | had undertaken in all my life
as an Adept, and it had al nost been the end of ne.

As | pulled the enbroidered cover, a gift fromthe headman's wife, about ny

ears, | had a nmoment of intense sadness. The tender dreamthat had warmed ny
nights ... what a loss to one as lonely as |
And then | felt a thrill of recognition within nmy inner self. Keighvin was

there: he would not conpany ne in flesh as | had hoped, but in essence.

A voi ce whispered inside nme, "Well done, nilady. Do not grieve, for now | am
with you totally, and together we will hold that dark well of hatred in
thrall, |ocked behind the gate of your will and nmy guarding.”

Warnt h flooded through nme, and | crossed ny arns over ny breast, huggi ng
nmysel f tightly. Never again would | be alone as | went about ny duties to the
village; | would carry with me die potencies of two w zards, allied and yet
differing in capacity. The nights would not be cold and solitary, for his
spirit lived with mne, housed in my own flesh as together we held captive the
hati ng thing we had trapped.

Tormorrow | woul d go back into that hauntea wood and feel through it for the

| eering presences | had known before. The heart of darkness nust now be

drai ned of energy, and surely we could ring it with power, confining any



remai ni ng potency within that grove.

My task is done. And nmy work is just beginning.

M r anda

M randa drew a deep breath—her first in hours, it seemed. Her feet ached; her
Il egs wanted to trenble. No, she thought dully, and forced her knees to |ock
Silence in the small hut, save for the distant, whispery crackle of fire; she
couldn't feel the warnth of it, was barely aware of ruddy light on the far
wal | -beyond the silvery shifting barrier between her—and That

That: Good or evil? She sighed, very faintly. How many tines had she asked
herself that, this night? And what answer save the first—no way to tell

unl ess she spoke the final word. If she chose to speak the word of rel ease.
"Wait longer, if you will, Mranda," she whispered. The colored nist that
stopped just short of small bare feet shinmered, the pattern once again
changi ng. She didn't dare eye it directly; it would trap ner, if it coul d+ul
her into a half-daze otherwise. Traps within traps. The very lure of that

i nner barrier should convince her to speak the word of bani shnment. What
man—what Thi ng—woul d set such nmovenent upon the air before her—nless it
sought to control her utterly?

Soon, you will be too exhausted ta-dedde—er to pronounce either word. And then
it witt have you as well. Proud fool

She had been a fool: To remain in this village
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when t he headman begged the favor of her—a woman of sense woul d never have

t aken such heavy responsibility, even if it cane with the prom se of shelter
But for a woman sought as she was to assunme any burden so near Naples! Well,
per haps that nuch hadn't been entirely a fool's dare. Thus far the dusty
little collection of goats, grapes and inpoverished huts had proven saier than
t he open road, where any nobl e or high-ranking Napl es churchman m ght espy
her. King's wi dow, duke's daughter—she'd surely seek sanctuary in a nunnery,
froma relative, fromanother royal in another |and, never in a poor high
country village, nere days' straight travel fromner former life. A full year
and nore by her own wanderi ngs.

No woman of that court—o man, either—aould have done what | did, to find a
ni che here anong the grapes and goats. Anmid peasants scrabbling for a living

am d stones and poor dirt. But | amalso the Mranda of that island; | know
how to live rough, if | nust. Pray god Naples continues to forget that.
Still, to take the headnan's offer of a hut and the |iving which had bel onged

to a curiously—nysteriousl y—nissing wi zard had been foolish enough. Not that

she hadn't tried to discover where the man had gone. But die village headman

woul dn't speak of the previous tenant and he | ooked so angry when she pressed
the matter, it seemed better to leave it be; the villagers seened afraid.

But why of her? She had done nothing these past nonths that was not to their

benefit; she'd been polite, kindly—still nost had been wary of her at best.
Why ?

No answer, either, what things remained in the small hut—t was as though the
one who'd last slept on that rough cot had never been. Still. Her dreans
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fromthe very first night had been of soneone else in this place ..

Those dreams were proof that her heritage and her own chil dhood dabblings in
Prospero's nmagi cs—the influence of her chil dhood conpani ons—had | eft her

vul nerable to dreans, if to no other influence.

Then, to attenpt nmgician's books once nore! The books weren't necessary for
the kinds of protection these peasants needed: she should have been nore
surprised, and wary, to find such volunes anong the possessions of a sinple
vill age nmage. She hadn't been; she hadn't given the matter thought at all
until now. Any nore than she'd considered tossing theminto the village pond.
The safe course—but there never had been a safe course for the daughter of



Prospero of M1 an.

StiU-did you learn nothing all those years about the ultimte cost of magic,

M randa? Prospero had gai ned what he sought through his books: resolution of

his exile, return of his ducal chair froma usurping brother, and a royal mate

for his only child. He nad lost all, including his life, within a year—dead,

it was said, of one of Mlan's winter fevers. Dead of a traitor brother—er the

mage hired by that brother—who first stole his throne and pal ace and gave him

exile in return, then took his |life after he returned triunphant to M1 an.

know ny uncle and | sensed what passed in father's palace, though |I knew too

late to be of aid to anyone. Father drowned his books too hastily. And he

trusted too nmuch. She, his only child, would not nake such a mistake again. A

drop of sweat fell fromher chin, slid down her breastbone; she shivered

Deci de. Though her earlier efforts to bring herself to this nonent had created

the greatest drain on her strengths, the final word would be a test of

strength in itself—$ree or banish. No nmere pronouncenent, an
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act of power that would ask nuch of her. And what foll owed, however she chose,

m ght require even greater strength.

Unpl easant thought indeed.

"Either way you are dead, then, Mranda," she whispered. \Wel|l-what matter?

Fat her and husband dead--what did she have | eft? Wat cause to prol ong her own

life?

She caught her breath; her heart |urched painfully. There again, the faint

glinpse of gaunt, drawn features before the inner circle shrouo*ed what was

held within. The face that had haunted her dreans since she'd taken this hut

for her own. "That is not Ferdinand." The words carried no wei ght Ferdi nand

was dead—ti ke Prospero, either of fever or a slow poison, his physicians had

clained to be uncertain. And so, the young king had died wthin weeks of

ascending his father-s throne—a king who now slept with his fathers—and a

young queen fled from Napl es to escape the stake. Better you had renmai ned, and

saved yourself this nonent, Mranda. That is not Ferdi nand.

Yet somehowsonehow if there were |ife beyond the tonb as the priests had

dinned into her after her reintroduction to Italian nobility. If Ferdinand

knew the torments she had suffered since his death. |If he sought to soothe her

pain, to reach her in the only way possible, if he wished to gather her to him
If that were he ... Ah, beloved. She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath

and spoke the final word. Sudden wind shrilled through the hut, showering her

with hot ash fromthe fire. She cried out, fell back a pace, brushing

furiously at her arns and hair.

The encircling spells were gone, vanished with the sudden wind. And in a poo

of faint and fading yellow sh light, the sprawled figure of a man.

"Ferdi nand?" The faintest of whispers; but even as
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she spoke the name she knew the still formin the mddle of her floor was a
stranger. She stared down at him dread slid up her spine with chill fingers.

He was tall and sl ender, but dark, as though burnt by |ong sumers under the
hot sun. Hs hair appeared black in the uncertain light of the dying fire, as
did the line of beard outlining a squared jaw. Long hands and fingers. She

si ghed- her eyelids sagged closed. So tired. But she dared not sleep: eat
something, regain a little of the strength you spent this night. Preferably
bef ore That —bef ore he—aoke.

H gh sumer it might be but this high in the hills the nights were cool. Chil
wi nd whistled through the closed shutters. She built the fire back up and put
her pot of herbed water on the hoddle to neat, then lit a fat candl e and set
it oh the wobbly table before fetching her shawl fromthe end of the narrow
straw cot that was the roomis only other furniture. 'Tea first," she rmurnured.
It scal ded her tongue but fragrant steamcleared her mind, a little. Enough
She refilled the wooden cup, carried it with her and caught up the candl e.
The stranger hadn't noved. She knelt beside him set the candle on the floor



so she coul d observe himnore closely. He slept, she thought, by the rise and
fall of his shoulders; by the | ook of his face, he'd sleep for hours. Trust,
Mranda; trust to that if you dare! A deep frown furrowed his brow, and now
she could see a few silver hairs in his beard; silver at his tenples. But he
wasn't an old man, he couldn't be above thirty. The hands—a dark splotch on
the web between thunb and forefinger, the blue thunbnail nmarked him for what
he was: wi zard. Mranda had such a dark splotch on the pal mof her hand, where
she'd been careless with a particular potion

Was this the village's nmissing— She shrugged,
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didn't conplete the thought. Wen he woke, she'd ask questions, possibly even
recei ve answers. O not. Fruitless to specul ate.

He had no visible wounds, no other mark on himthat she could see by straight
vi sion, and the other—no. The power would not respond for some hours, after a
ni ght such as this. "I nust sleep.” The man shifted at the sound of her voice
and she edged away from hi m but he sighed deeply and was still once nore.

Sl eep—how coul d she possibly sleep with this unknown quantity spraw ed across
her floor? She drank a little tea and considered the possibilities.

Bi nd hi mbut physical bonds against a wizard? O a spell of binding, if she
had the strength for it. "Ch, yes, Mranda, and if he's a stronger mage than
you? Wth a tenper to match that frown?" She'd be the first thing to hand if
he chose to lash out. By rights, he'd be grateful to her for his rel ease—+f he
was not hing nore than what he seenmed. "Mre than-Ao. He's man. | can stil

tell demon from man—but clean man from foul ? And what was he doi ng where
found hi nP"

She shook her head. If she'd had that talent, telling clean from otherw se,
Ferdi nand would still be alive, and his chief counselor exiled or |lying dead
in a head-foreshortened coffin.

She staggered to her feet, caught up the candle as she rose and snuffed it,
set it upon the table along with her now enpty cup; the roomswam O f

bal ance, she staggered back; the cot was hard agai nst the backs of her |egs;
it would be soft against her back. Mranda's eyelids flickered, sagged shut;
her | egs sagged, dropping her to the prickly mattress. Al ready unaware, she

smled faintly, licked her lips, snuggled deeply into her shawl . Between one
breath and anot her, she was asl eep.
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Pale light of early day washed the hut. Sun touched the foot of the cot and
then her feet; Mranda drew a deep breath, rolled onto her side. So tired.
Why ?

"Ware, Mranda. The warni ng touched her, was gone.

She woke to the crackle of fire, and the not-quite-right odor of tea. Someone
el se's mx of herbs, that. A board creaked nearby; a second. Stay very stil
and seem yet sleeping. She felt a shadow cross her body. Silence, not even the
sound of breathing, save her own. The board creaked again, the shadow noved
on. Sun nearly too warm upon her shoul ders.

"She's still asleep."” Stranger's voice, coning fromnear the hut's narrow
doorway; deep and very quiet. Had she not been breathing quietly, she'd never
have caught the words.

"That's certai n?" The headman's equally | ow response; inpossible to m stake
the faint whistle in his speech

"I said it." Inpatient, perhaps angry. Familiar as wett; the headman is no new
acquai ntance. What have | done?

"Cood. You—ook—

"Yes. Don't bother to say it, | can well imagine how | |ook. You | ook
dreadful, old man. Didn't you get what you wanted, after all this tine?"
Definitely angry. She let her eyes open the merest slit. The newconer | eaned
into her table, cup in hand; the headnan facing himat arm s |length. He
shuf fl ed back, visibly nervous, stopping only when he fetched up against die
wal I . Tne newconer |aughed quietly; it wasn't a pleasant sound. "Afraid |l



want paynment now?*'
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"It wasn't ny fault, Alfonso," the older man nmunbl ed. He eyed the other
resentfully. "Those books weren't for a nmage of your class—

"No. Still, I've had plenty of time to consider those books—and your 'kindly’
way of warning me away fromthem You wanted me to—
"No!" The headman slid along the wall, one cautious step at a time; the

newconer was at the door before him blocking it.

"It is true, then, isn't it? You were jealous of me; jeal ous the power canme so
freely into ny hands, that | could work spells that evaded you, that little
was denied ne even fromthe first—eh, save your lies," he added flatly as the
headman strove to override him "I can see it in your face. You set a draw ng
spell to ensnare ne, and when | took hold of the book, it opened to the page
you had chosen!" Silence. The newconer-Al f ohso—gl ared down at the headnan; the
old man's shoul ders sagged and he nodded. "It did you little good, though, did
it? Entrap me in that place between places so you could draw upon ny

power —don't deny that, either.”

"Sssst! Keep your voice down, you'll waken her!" The headman cast an al arned
gl ance toward the bed; Mranda drew a deep breath, let it out in a quiet sigh
"It's all right; after what she did | ast night, sne won't waken soon." But

Al fonso | owered his voice; for sonme monents she could hear the | ow, angry tone
but not the words.

"All right. |I admit it. But it wasn't for the reason you think; you' re ny dead
brother's son, after all, | would never harmyou, | swear—

"Swear by what, Uncle? Is there anything you could swear by that | would
trust?"

"You renenber only how easily the magic cane to you,
sullenly. "Not how i nsuf -

the headman replied
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ferable you were, how certain of your skills! I nmerely thought to teach you a
| esson, and a degree of caution, nothing nore." Hi s comnpani on Laughed shortly.
"It's true, | tell you! And then, once you were properly ensnared—there was
nothing I could do! Do you think | made no effort to retrieve you? Look at ne!
Last Lammas N ght, | attenpted what she acconplished, and since that night

there's been no power in ne! Wiy do you think | allowed such a gifted outsider
into this village?"

"I remenber |ast Lammas Night," Alfonso replied grimy. "And the word you
meant to speak."” Mranda was watching them once nore, cautiously. Alfonso
abruptly stepped back fromthe door. "Go, get yourself out of here.”
"Remenber she nearly spoke that word, last night," the headman growl ed. "If
you think to make an ally of her agai nst me—she owes me for this sanctuary, |
know who and what she is and |I've not acted on that know edge. Before you put
any trust in her, be aware she's poi soned one husband already." He slid al ong
the wall to the door and vani shed abrupdy. Alfonso caught hinself in the
doorway and swore under his breath; Mranda | et her eyes close.

Now, before you | ose your nerve entirely, she ordered herself. Her mouth was
very dry. She shifted, stretched |ike a woman just waking froma | ong, deep
sl eep, and yawned.

Startl ed exclamation from her perforce guest; he retreated to the for side of
the hut as she sat up, munbl ed sonething she couldn't make out. "I'mclad,"
she said mldly. "And I'd wel come sone of that tea, it snmells good." He
muttered somet hing el se, sighed faintly and went to the Bre to pour steaning
liquid into her cup. He al nobst dropped the cup as she took hold of it and her
fingers brushed his. She
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kept cutting remarks behind her |ips and drank. Was he trying to lull her into
a fal se sense of superiority? This was nothing |ike the arrogant, hard young
man who' d just been threatening the headman.



She finished the tea as he turned away, got to her feet and spread the shaw
across her cot. The silence stretched unconfortably. Say something. "Was—this
your home?" He nodded sharply once; his shoulders were tense and he woul dn't

| ook at her. "I see.”

"Don't worry, Lady. | won't ask this place back fromyou."

"Not 'Lady.' Mranda."

"A-Al fonso." He was quiet for a long nonent, finally turned to face her
"Mranda—t's not a common nane." She shook her head. She could see the

t houghts cross his face: he flushed, and turned away.

"I knew the reports had cone this far," she said after a long noment. "And the
war ni ngs agai nst sheltering the nurderess who had been MIlan's queen." Another
silence; he night have been stone, or wood. "I didn't poison the king," she
said quietly. "lI'd say that, either way, possibly, but it's truth."

"I didn't intend to give you away," he nunbl ed; he sounded angry now.

"I never thought that. | won't poison you, either."

"I didn't— He stopped, shook his head. "The others know-="

"I think so. The headman does, | think. Things he's said, the nonths |'ve been
here—but he's no threat."

He shook his head again. "You don't know himwell enough, if you think that.
O —or others here, inthis village. It is dangerous for you, staying here."
To her own surprise, she |aughed. "Danger?"

"Don't laugh at me!" He turned back to face her, his brows drawn together
eyes bl ack under them

M RANDA

55

"There are some here who'd show you a pretty face and hide a bl ack heart
behind it."

"Ah. \Whereas you—

"I told you—"

"Not hi ng!" M randa shouted himdown. "And don't dare | ook at ne so! Do you
resent it so nuch that | rescued you froma trap that you couldn't break?"

"I -you needn't have bothered," he snapped and spun away from her again. "I
woul d have found a way, eventually." Hi s voice was nuffled and sounded sul ky
and furious both.

M randa cast her eyes heavenward and bit back a sigh. Silence again. "Al
right. You ve certainly found a way to anger ne, if that's what you wanted."
"I never—

"Be still, let ne finish, so please you," she broke in crisply. "However, if
you planned to rmake nme angry enough that 1'd stormout of this house and this
vill age—er was that your uncle's plan?" She smiled grimy as he whirled
around, mouth agape and eyes wide. "I didn't hear all of the argunent,

Al fonso, just enough.™”

"Ah—an, hetts." Hi s shoul ders slunped. Mranda waited. "You weren't part of
anything / wanted," he said finally. He glanced at her, quickly away again.
"Not | ast—tast night, what you did. Certainly nothing he suggested just now.
He' s—tady, he's no one to trust, ne thinks in coils, always one plan behind

t he one engaged, and another behind that. You can't—you can't anticipate what
he'll do, save that it will benefit old Gaetano, and that he won't care if it
causes harmto anyone else."

M randa | aughed, silencing him "You think I know nothing of men-and
worren—ti ke that, after a year and nore at court? Plots within plots, fair
faces and bl ack hearts. Only a babe would remain pure of
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t hought after what |'ve seen of the Napoli nobl e houses! And only such a child
woul d think such folk are born only to the noble and royal ."

"Al'l the same, you trusted Uncle—=

"No, | accepted what he offered, nothing nmore. | haven't trusted anyone
since—wel |, that's not your business. And | know to keep watch over ny food
and drink, and to check my spellbooks with care before using them" He

scow ed, turned to sl amone hand hard agai nst the wall.



"And | don't—=

"Do not," Mranda broke in flatly, "presune to read your own meaning into ny
words, | won't stand for it."

"Ah. | see." H's words sounded strangled, all at once. "Well, then! Since
annoy you so, perhaps / had better begone!"

She swore under her breath and noved to bl ock the doorway as he stal ked toward
it. "Is it utterly necessary for you to create scenes? | don't take them well
so early in the day, thank you!"

' Thank you," he replied sourly, and gave her an overly broad bow

"This is—er was—your hone. You' ve every right to remain if you choose, but in
any case, you won't |eave until you' ve properly rested and regai ned your
strength. | dion't endure Lanmas Night sinply to deliver a half-dead man to
the night vapors, and I won't have another death linked to nmy soul, either."
"You need not-—what's that?" he demanded sharply, and turned away from her to

catch at the window sill. Mranda shook her head, cane up behind him Noise in
t he yard—

"It's only the geese," she began; she fell silent as he held up a warning
hand. The birds were naking that irritating, shrill honking noise that was
gee”se at
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their worst, but beyond them she could now hear the clanor of voices.

"Look," Alfonso said grimy, and leveled a hand at the road. "My uncle hasn't
waited for either of us to nove. Don't say | didn't warn you!" Mranda caught
her breath as men cane into view a crowd of angry-Ilooking nen bearing ancient
pi kes, staves and cudgel s—and shouting them on, the village headnan.

She couldn't think what to do, what to say—but the villagers gave them no
opportunity: the hut was suddenly full of angry peasants who caught hold of
the two mages, bound themtight, and dragged them back down the road to the
vil |l age square.

There were wonen here—sonme of the elderly and a widow in crow s black. No
children or nmaidens anywhere. Mranda's heart sank as the village nen parted

to reveal a huge stack of brush and Iit torches. "I told you!" The headnman
shoved his way through the angry guard; he stopped prudently short of M randa,
waved an armto indicate her and her young nal e conpanion. "I told you all she

had begun to work against our village, did | not? That she was no common
sorceress seeking a keeping, but a dread wi zard, a nobl eworman, daughter of the
bl ack island sorcerer Prospero! Even now our new | ong seeks her, for the foul
mur der of her husband!"

Soneone in the crowd cried out; an elderly woman pushed her way into the open
"Al fonso—"

"That is not Alfonso!" the headnman roared. "That is what she wought | ast

ni ght, when we all saw strange lights in that hut! Ask her! She wdl claimthe
man is indeed Al fonso, | have no doubts of that! But it is not true, ny

bel oved nephew is dead two years." He caught his breath on a sob, turned away
to blot his eyes against his sleeve. But the triunphant glance he cast Al fonso
was chill and tearless. "I told you al
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how it came to pass, renmenber? A beauteous sprite upon the wi nd, we both saw
it, but nmy poor half-tutored nephew was caught in the drawi ng spell and pull ed
over the cliff and into the river!" He sniffed, blotted his eyes again,
cleared his throat. "She was already fled from M | an—perhaps even then she
plotted to take this village and yoke all of you—all of us!—to her will!"

" Chhhh—nonsense! " An elderly wonan's voice cut through the ensuing babble.
"This is no woman |ike any of us, Gaetano! The least girl-child in the village
could see it, she could live rough if she nust but she wasn't born to it! And
t he sorrow she bore—why, any woman coul d see that, too, and understand it—t
spoke of loss nearly too great to carry."

"You will be silent!" the headman how ed; the old woman's cackling | augh



sil enced hi mi nstead.

"What will you do to me, Gaetano? I'mold! |I've outlived ny husband and al
but one of my children; 1've seen brothers and sisters die of fever or hunger
or cold, I'"ve lost grandchildren to dark things or privation. Wat can you do

to ne that the pain of living hasn't already done? You all know her!" she
shouted. There were nore wonmen in the square, Mranda realized all at once:
girls and mai dens carrying infant sisters or brothers, young wonen barely old
enough to put their hair up, young wonmen wed but not yet quickened. Al eyeing
her or the old woman—er, in surprise, Al fonso, who was a gl owering bulk at her
shoul der. "What woman in the village didn't know her imediately?.This is

M randa—Queen Mranda, our M randa! Since she cane, she's done nothing but
good: blessing the crops so none starved; blessing the young wonen carrying
first babes—how many such young wormen have we | ost since she canme here?"

Si | ence. The nmen began edgi ng away fromthe bound
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pair; CGaetano stared at the old wonman as though frozen. "None! Not—ene! Nor
any other quickened worman, either!" She turned to glare at the headman, who
fell one step away from her. "How dare you even suggest a wonan who cares for
the | east of us would ever conspire agai nst us?" She shoved her way past him
laid a winlded old hand agai nst Mranda's cheek. "Don't fear, ny |ady.
There's not one woman hi this village who'Il permt harmto you." She turned
to glare at the armed nen, but they were already backing away, muttering anmong
t hensel ves. The ol d woman gestured inperiously, and at her gesture, the other
worren cane forward to undo the bonds on both prisoners.

M randa blinked tears aside and swall owed. "|I—thank you, MadamE la. 1=
"Aunt." Al fonso brushed by her to take the old woman in his arms. Ella sighed
happi | y and caught hi m around the wai st.

"You're too thin, boy. You'll need feeding."

"Never—never mnd that, Aunt. But—= He pressed her gently aside; Gaetano was
gone. "My uncl e-who saw himjust now?" No one had, it appeared; many of those
around them | ooked quite worried because of it.

M randa cleared her throat. "Never m nd, good people! He can't harm you so

| ong as one of us remains to guard the village!"

"One?" One of the younger wonen stepped forward and took hold of Mranda's
hands. "But—but which of you?"
"I will not force her to |eave,
head.

"You do not |eave this village! You are the one born and raised here, it's
your famly, your people! And |I—+f word sonehow reaches M1 an where |'ve cone
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to rest, there's danger for everyone here, not just

Al fonso began angrily. Mranda shook her

for mel"

"I will not have it!" Alfonso shouted.

"Silence!" Ella roared. Silence she got; even the nen eyed her with caution
and were suddenly still. "None of us will betray this woman! Swear it now"

And as sone of the nmen cast each other dark | ooks and hesitated, "Wen ever
did Gaetano do you

favors?"

One of them stepped forward, dropping his long pike into the dust as he did.
"Al'l right, Ellal! Anything to stop your bellow ng! But she's right, isn't she?
The man sought ever a new book, a new |liquid or powder and whose coi n bought
it all? Qurs! And who received the good of that liquid or powder when it

wor ked? Gaet ano! What ever she may be, this woman has cost us nothi ng—

"Ahhh, such praise, Sebastian!" old Ella snarled. "Did she not save your son
froma lifelong lamng, this past winter?" Silence. "Swear!" Ella shouted. A
mur mur of voi ces answered her "Swear."

M randa eyed her conpani on sidelong. He still |ooked worried, possibly at the
edge of anger as well. Under all, she thought, confused. He's young yet, she
rem nded herself. He glanced her direction, caught her eye and bl ushed a deep



mottled red right to nis hairline. She snothered a smile. Young, and capable
of enotion beyond anger, given the chance. Not Ferdi nand—but that sane hei ght
and bone structure, a pleasant conbination. And, she thought, a boy with the
right enotions, in there somewhere. WAiting for an elderly aunt |ike Ella—er
per haps anot her, younger wonan—to free them

Ferdi nand, will you blame nme if 1 find happiness—if | try to find happi ness
with this green boy?

No answer, of course. She hadn't expected one. But
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somet hing deep within her was suddenly at peace. Al fonso gave her a rueful
smle and took her hand.

"Lady—your pardon, Mranda—the hut is yours, of course."

"It's not so small as all that," she replied nmldly. "And your books are
there, as well as mine. It's a good-sized village with a new need for
protection. I'd be renmiss if | sent you away, don't you think?" He eyed her
doubtfully; she smiled. "You know the headnan, after all-—-better than I. The
vill age needs us both."

Si | ence. When he nodded and bent to | ass her fingers, the wonen around
them—and no few of the nen—eheered. Mranda blinked aside tears. To be

want ed—eededl This was a new thing, indeed. She gazed, at Al fonso

t houghtfully. He wouldn't conpletely trust her just yet, of course; possibly
she woul dn't entirely trust him either. They'd manage, eventually.

Denonheart

MARK SHEPHERD

For generations ny famly had kept the denmons of die northern wood in check
and never before had the spirits succeeded in overtaking one of our kind.
Until now.

Whet her or not the denon found ny prison ironic escaped nmy sharpened senses,
as | was still grappling with the anger, and hum liation, of being defeated at
my own ganme. How dare this denon inprison the soul of Wzard Kei ghvin and
torment me with prom ses of freedon?

The prison was sinple, effective. In this place of dark thoughts and ghostly
bei ngs—+ndeed, | was a ghost—ny captor made a sphere fromwhich I could not
escape. Wth no sense of up or down, ny soul floated freely in this cage,
havi ng forgotten already what it was |like to have a body, to be able to touch
to walk, and to breathe in cool night air. And the irony was, this prison drew
its power fromthe very circle-casting | nad forged in the northern nmeadow,
with which I'd intended to inprison, or at |east ward away, the being which
kept ne under | ock and key nowl | wanted freedom but whoever or whatever was
responsi ble was slowto informme of its notives. Years seened to pass before
| understood the extent of ny hellish fate.
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| knew | had to forget the happiness | had enjoyed in the small village if |
were to avoid total madness, and focus on what was happening to ne now. |If

i ndeed | had any purpose left, it was to defeat this denmon w th whatever |
could. But to do that, -1 had to learn about it. And the easiest way to do
that would be to feign an alliance. .

As | entertained these devious thoughts | becane aware of a deep shadow t hat
mrrored nmy mood all too well. It resenbled the waiths that | had, for a
time, kept successfully at bay, but it was rmuch |arger and darker than those
faint ghosts that had clustered at the edge of ny erstwhile shields. It stank

of evil, and of a power behind that, a collection of nagics | never dreaned
existed. | conforted myself with bleak reassurances that | was already dead,
that no further harmcould conme to ne. Since | had failed to subdue the denon
inm ow world, | would have to do so in his—for it was indeed male, | saw,

its ugly shape, its horned head. It parted great storndouds to reveal ny
prison, and stood over it, tall as a tree.



The denon regarded ne silently for a time, |like an overgrown |ad contenpl ating
a newy caught rodent in a cage. | sent forth thought fornms of confusion and
conpl acency, all the while hoping this creature didn't dig too deeply. This
was a new venture for ne, tricking demons in their own ki ngdons, and | doubted
my work woul d hold up under much scrutiny.

"What are you?" | asked, nmy words only thoughts, and for a tine | didn't know
if it understood. "Wat happened to make nme a prisoner of nmy own magi c?"

Its face contorted into something approxi mati ng amusenment. / am your captor
your victorious eneny. | amyour master, and you are ny sl ave.

| am Denpnheart
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| mpmges of the grove and the circle | had cast within it flewat ne as if
caught up in a storm

ft was the heart of evil you found, and tried, like a fool, to inmprison. I am
that heart. | am Denpnheart.

There was gloating in the creature's words, but | detected a sense of
sinmplicity about it; it mght know the magical world but it night yet be
fooled by guile. | conveyed a feeling of hel plessness in nmanner and thougjit.
In apparent response to this ny prison walls thinned somewhat, and Denonheart
cane into sharper focus. It was a nonstrous waith, yes, but one that stil

had a sense of naivete about him if such things were possible in a denon.
Wul d you serve nme in nmy work? Denpnheart asked.

"OfF course | would," | said readily. "Not because | appear to have no choice,
but because | would gladly serve one as nmighty as you. What woul d you have ne
do?"

Dermonheart didn't tell me inmediately what he had in mind, but over the course

of time | learned that, despite his power, he |lacked sonething nortal humans
take for granted: life. Not spiritual life, of which he obviously had plenty,
but a physical life, with birth and death and all the joys and miseries in

bet ween. Whether he had |ived before he never said, but if he had, it was a
long tinme ago. How he was to be reborn remnained a nystery, as he was no nere
soul; | also had the inpression that he had tried before, with no results
other than a hasty death for the newborn infant. He woul d need sonethi ng ot her
than a mere nortal body, and | was beginning to suspect | was going to be his
means of achieving this dark purpose.

Tliis I could not do, to create a being in which this evil thing could I|ive.
It was against my oaths as a \Ward;
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even though I was quite dead, | was still bound to them | would not do harm
nor would |I create sonething that would do any harm Do what thou w U, but
harm none, that will be the whole of the |aw

Dermonheart began to let ne out of ny cage fromtine to tine, allow ng ne
explore this new world of phantasm only to bottle nme up once again. | found

nmysel f ensnared by bindi ngs the denon created, thin but strong silver threads
mat kept nme tethered and at the denon's whim | thought that with time the
denon m ght become nore trusting and | et nme explore other regions with greater
freedom | mght travel distances his bindings could not sustain, and | would
be free—+0 go where, | did not know, but if | were to be an earthbound spirit
then so be it. At |least earthbound |I might find a wizard who could send ne
onward to the divine light, fromwhence | mght return and be reborn

First things first, | rem nded nyself. To fool the denon ..

This plan mght have served its purpose if not for the arrival of an
unaccount ed-for presence: the wizard who cane to take my place as the village
magi ker .

Beautiful, she was, with long red hair. | did not know what tradition she

| earned from but fromher conpetent air, she seemed highly learned in

what ever school had taught her. She al so seenmed eager and wanting a place to
practice, and | renenbered all too well the pleasant working conditions 1'd
had in ny previous fife. These people were | and and generous, and if she had



any degree of compassion she woul d stay on whatever terns they offered, and
hel p them Wen | sensed her gift for healing | rejoiced, knowi ng the town
needed a good healer. My poor attenpts at the healing arts had produced little
result despite the village's great need for them
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As she took up residence, going through ny fornmer bel ongings with respect, but
also with a determnation to wipe the slate clean, so to speak, | realized she
was in great danger. My dem se nust concern her, if she be a magi ker of any
nmerit. She would investigate, and soon she woul d di scover the denon, and

per haps nmake the sane mistake as | in underestimating it.

Only if | could contact her, warn her . . . My reins tightened the noment she
took up residence in ny former hone, and Denonheart let me fromny spherica
cage only rarely, and when he did he kept ne under constant watch.

Beautiful, is she not? Denpbnheart asked, froma point directly over ny

shoul der. She had al ready heal ed the headnman's ail ment, whatever it had been
and had started work on the mller's sickly cow She would make a suitable

wi fe for anyone, don't you think, my young slave?

| agreed with the denon's observations. It was at this point that | began to
suspect his intention,, although I was not convinced he was shrewd enough to
pull it off. He would have to know ... what | know. My books, my spells. Wth
a sickening realization | saw that was what he had done; Denonheart had
absorbed ny knowl edge as he had absorbed ny soul

| tried to pretend ignorance of ny nagical abilities, but it was to no avail.
Dermonheart al ready knew what | could do, and he knew where the inportant

vol umes were in the cottage. Helplessly | watched himfollow her about, just
at the edge of her magical vision. My

C i of presenting an illusion of cooperation would, | ed, endanger ner nore
than it would help ne to escape. But at the tine | had no other plan, and

had for the nost part convinced Denonheart of my sincerity. | bided ny tine.
Meanwhi | e, she cad everything she could to thwart
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my attenpts at protecting her, though of course she had no way of know ng. Her
curiosity about my death got the best of her, | saw clearly. On this night she

set out northwards, towards the grove—a brave one, she was, to face a power
when it was at its strongest. She followed the path directly to ny forner

magi cal work, which had all but drained into the reinforcenent of ny cage,

t hough there was still sone residual power. The expertise with which she
studi ed and deci phered the circle ... | was conplinmented when | sensed her
appreci ation of ny work.

| felt Demponheart's uneasi ness; he had al ready di spatched his arny of waiths
and other creatures of the dark. He was afraid she was going to attack! | knew
better, but I was not going to enlighten the demon. Now, to test his resolve,

| thought.

The denon was a coward. One single human nage kept him at bay, this Denonheart
who sent his mnions to flail harm essly against her shields. |I could tell she
was no stranger to beings such as these; she barely flinched when di e nost

hi deous of the lot attacked her, and ny estimation of her increased threefold.
She left the circle with hardly a backward gl ance. Her casual demeanor visibly
angered and insulted Denonheart, and it was all | could do to conceal nmy own
anusenent. Sinple-ninded and a coward Denmponheart might be, but it still had
the power to inprison ne, and would likely do the sane with her, if given a
chance.

Dermonheart took up other tactics, of which I was the principal instrument. |
agreed to this only because it pernmitted me nore intimate contact with this
power ful , and beautiful, w zard.

| discovered much to ny dismay that whatever tradition this w zard studi ed had
negl ected to show her the basics of dream shielding. Her mnd was amazi ngly
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open to attack while she slept, a fact of which Denpbnheart was unaware since
he woul d have taken advantage of it otherw se.

That ni ght somet hi ng began, sonething that changed everything...

As 1've said, ny inprisoned soul had begun to | ose touch with what it was |ike
to have a body, to be alive, to eat, to sleep. These things happen when one is
di scorporate; the nenories are there, but they become vague with time. Perhaps
Dermonheart sensed this when he dispatched nme to enter her dreans. Wen night
fell and the wizard retired | entered her unguarded sleep easily, like a thief
wal ki ng into an unl ocked house.

I amno stranger to the conmpany of females, but ny sudden contact with her

rem nded me how long it had been, and how nuch | had been secretly yearning to
be with her. Ganted it was only ny soul that was with her, but very quickly
the nmenory of forner sensation was made painfully sharp. Over the next severa
nights | becane nore daring, tenpting her with erotic pleasures in which she
seened all too willing to indulge. | would have considered nyself in heaven,
save for the appalling discovery | made on the third night.

Dermonheart had stolen into the dreamwith ne! Using- nmy soul as a shield, he
hid behind nmy essence while | seduced her, watching us make | ove fromthe
shadowed edges of her dream | mnight have objected if | had thought it would
do any good, but I knew | was free on the denon's terns, and that | risked
ending these ecstatic trysts if I so much as hinted | knew of the denon's
presence. For | was in love with this woman, whose nane | still didn't know,
and woul d do nothing to jeopardize our time together, tenuous as it was.
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Then Dempnheart did sonet hi ng maddeni ng—he left fresh flowers for her to find
t he next norning, and she thought they had been left by me! However, | stil

didn't understand the true plan, at |east not yet.

But then she decided to explore the haunted grove again, and | knew this nade
t he denon nervous. A secret renained hidden in the grove, one | had been close
to revealing nyself before the denon robbed ne of soul and life, what seened

like an eternity ago. | had described the denon as a "heart of darkness" in ny
notes, and this curious wi zard was determined to succeed where | had failed

In daylight she ventured into the haunted wood. | noted with no small interest
t hat Demponheart had difficulty sunmoning his waiths in the full |ight of day;

this time he nmade do with sinply observing froma di stance.
She indeed found what | had tried to bind From ny peculiar perspective,

however, | sawwith startling clarity what evil had been buried there. It was
a grave, exceedingly old, possibly dating back to a primtive time when our
land lived in caves and nigrated in animal |ike bands. Such evi

Denmonheart had never been able to return to the living, so evil and alien his
soul was. And here he had lurked, for mllennia.

Once she discovered the grave, everything changed subtly. The denon feared for
its existence, and rightly so; she was out to bind it, to conplete the task

had begun. ,

| had to warn her, even if it neant betraying ny ruse. | was finished, but she
was still anong the living, and | was determ ned to keep her there, gods
willing. Wien the denon wasn't paying attention, | appeared to her in a

refl ection. She nust have known toe danger she was in, for she ran for the
library, for a particular book of spells | knew quite well.
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She will ruin everything! Denpbnheart shrieked. Stop her, you fool, or she wll
destroy us both!

This | doubted, but | took advantage of ny brief freedomby directing her to a
spell that would send ne on, far away fromher, where | could be of no use to
t he denon.

W, you don't! the denon shrieked, and surprised us both by turning the page
of the spell book

This is the spell she nust work, you fool Denpbnheart said. You nmust create a
child, so that | would live again!



| saw the spell the book had fallen to. If perfornmed correctly, the working
woul d bring me back, not only in spirit, but in flesh. It was a necromancer's
spell, one | had never done, and had sworn never to do.

The wi zard seened uncertain as to which spell to work, and | saw why: they
were identical, save for one word. Uttering that one word nmade the difference
bet ween sunmmoni ng or banishing nmy spirit. And this night was Hattowras night,
the only ni ght upon which either could be worked.

| resigned it all to the fates, but the denon seened to think he had won. We'U
see, | thought.

The wi zard's magical circle appeared at the edge of our domain. | felt the
spell pulling at ne, urging ny attendance. | obeyed, not knowi ng where | would
be sent.

Then the hour of nidnight was upon us, and she | ooked at ne directly and
commanded, "Corme."

I woul d have shrieked in rage had | the voice, but the magics that descended
upon ne at that nonent drowned any such attenpt. But | heard Denonheart
bellowing in victory as the darkness surrounded ne.

I found nyself standing in her circle, very much flesh and bl ood. The w nd had
whi pped up a frenzy

of dried |leaves, and | snelled rain, and the rich earth
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beneath nme, so sharp were ny senses now that they had been thrust upon ne.
She regarded me with sonething |ike awe, or perhaps it was lust. For a noment
| was taken by her beauty, the flow of her robe as the wind blew it about her

| wanted to touch her, to be with her again . . . but | knew it could not be.
"So you are the w zard Kei ghvin," she whispered. "How nice of you to attend."
"And it is nmy honor to attend," | replied, uncertain of my voice. | |ooked at
nmy hands and arns, found diemto be close replicas of what | once was

but nmy body was dead and decaying in the ground sonewhere. | was only a
facsimle, and one which | doubted would | ast.

Ah, but likely last |ong enough to sire her child! |I heard Denonheart cal

from behind ne. He was deep in the shadows, kept out by the effective circle
she had cast, but near

At least, for the noment, | was free. Denonheart had no control over ne here,
within her circle. | nmust act quickly ..

"I amnot what | seem" | blurted out. "The evil | tried to defeat took ny
life while | sat at the very table at which you have di ned many tines, and he
nmeans to use ne to conquer you! You nust rework the spelll Send ne on, |
cannot live again. This," | said, holding ny arns up, "this isn't real. | am
not alive, really. I amflesh only for the nonent."

No! You cannot do this ... Denonheart how ed, but he could do not hing.

"I see," she said, and | sawwith relief that she really did. "I trust you.

The evil could not have cone fromyou."

"Pl ease. Send nme on." Denonheart was sunmoning his forces back in the shadows,
and for a
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nmonent | doubted her circle would keep themall out. "For your own sake,
rework the spell!"”

| wanted to hold her, nmake love to her, amd the swirling | eaves. Behind ne
Dermonheart was encouraging ne to do just that, and | knew that to give in to
my wants woul d mean certain victory for him And that could not be.

"Do it, now," | said. "For the sake of the folk of this village. It nmust be
def eated. "

"Yes," she said.

The relief | felt was tainted with the pain of knowing | would not, after all,
hold her as a man would. So be it. | would win in the Iong run

Dermonheart's sil ence was omi nous, and as the w zard worked essential points of
her spell | |ooked back to see an arny of waiths ready to attack. Whet her



t hey woul d be successful or not, | did not know.
Wth a tear in her eye, the wi zard said the final word.

"o, "
The worl d coll apsed around me. | felt pulled upwards, ny body dissolving into
not hi ngness. | becane aware of a light, bright Iight.

Wth the force of a mllion stornms, | was pulled into the Iight of the waning
noon.

Sunf | ower

JCDY LYNN NYE

Vi nory dreaned again of the sunflower tall, yellowfringed, with a strong,

thick stalk bowi ng slightly under the weight of its heavy head. Everything
about the dream flower seened normal, except that instead of tracking the sun
t hr oughout the day, its face foll owed her

There were plenty of sunflowers in the garden outside, but why woul d she dream
about theminstead of the roses or asters or herbs? Al this place was new to
her. She had cone here only a few days ago. G ad for the promi se of shelter
agai nst the coming winter, Vinory had not questioned too closely the

ci rcunmst ances under which the position of village wonder worker beoane vacant.
O herwi se she m ght have shoul dered her pack and pressed on farther down the
road, regardless of the holes in her boots.

Now, those boots had fresh, entire soles, and winter receded to far away in
the future. Mreover, there were whol e wool I en bl ankets on the feather bed,

al so bl essedly hers, and free of verm n, thank all gods! The three-room
cottage was not merely nice, but sound, well-proportioned, and well-built. It
snel l ed of dry herbs and dust, but what of that? HahO an hour's sweepi ng and
dusting, and sone of her own herbs scattered on the air or boiled for the
scent had driven
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away the ghost of dead parsley and sage. The headman's wi fe had made her
guesting gift of oats, tea, honey, salt, a new |loaf, sone dried neat, and a
small crock of wine, with the prom se of good food every day. Whatever she
needed, they would give. Somewhere, they told her, there was a black and white
cat for conpany, but he tended to go about his business as He chose. This
could be a nice sinecure, all the benefits to stay with her, or go, as she
chose, if only Vinory would at |east stay through until spring. The peopl e of
Twin Streams had no one else to weave the spells to protect themfromthe
stormor the spirits who rode it. Their |last nmage had died in the spring.
Vinory was a gift to themfromthe gods, and they treated Her as such

The dream synbol of the sunflower kept preying at her mnd. This was no
ordinary bloom It had a distinctively nmasculine presence, teasing at her with
a faint, fresh-washed scent and the insouciant flaunting of mature sexuality.
Did a god's presence touch this house?

If such a visitation was troubling her, she wanted to see it off! Vinory
needed a whole mnd and a whole heart to take care of the villagers. Sone of

t hem had been saving up a list of spells and nostruns they needed, against the
time that this cottage woul d house a mage again. Vinory woul d be busy from
morning 'til night for weeks to cone.

"Good nmorning, Mstress Vinory," die headman said, when she cane to take care
of his youngest daughter, who was suffering fromnight terrors. Bilisa also
nad a head cold and was breaking out in webbing between her toes and fingers
from handl i ng an enchanted frog, but those were quietish nal adi es, not
cal cul ated to make her screamin the dark and wake the house.
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"Now, think of something bright," Vinory told the girl, a mte of six, with
bi g dark eyes and | ong braids fram ng a pal e, noon-shaped face. "Sonething
that gleans. Keep it in your mnd." Vinory spun a disk of metal between her
fingers, gathering sunlight fromthe beanms that came in the window to store in



the girl's mnd. "Think of yellow, |ike buttercups and prinroses.”

And sunflowers, a quiet voice said in the back of her m nd

When the girl's mind was eased and her other problens treated, Vinory returned
to her cottage and hearth. She mustn't start thinking of the cottage as hers,
she warned herself, as she started a pot of porridge to cook. The mage-born
really bel onged nowhere in this world. They were only loosely tied to physica
exi stence. Love of possessions nade it nore difficult to travel across the
Veil to acconplish their spells and curses. But how easily she could get used
to earthly conforts! Her cup and bowl, spoon and knife | ooked very homey on
the mantel beside the goods of the departed Master Samon. The reflection the
mrror showed her had silver threads showi ng near the scalp in the black w ngs
of hef hair; and fine lines ran in patterns on her weathered skin beside her
dark blue eyes and the corners of her nmouth. Her body woul d one day grow ol d.
Wuld this not be a nice place to stay until the time came when she abandoned
it? Hastily, she put the thought aside.

Next to the hearth was a wooden chest that Vinory hadn't dared to open as yet.
It was unl ocked, and the hasp was flipped upward as if its owner had been
about to open it when.... The villagers said that the | ast mage died
unexpectedly. Could it have been poison, or was the |latch made of a deadly
nmetal ? Vinory
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prayed to be shown the truth, whispering a few words to the void.

The wi nd how ed outside suddenly, making her gasp with its ferocity. But she
saw no bl ack spots or shining, sickly greenness on or about the lock or the
chest to suggest that it would do her harm She reached for it again.

It seened to her that a warm hand brushed hers when she pushed the heavy lid
open. Cobwebs, Vinory told herself. You're imagining things.

To her delight die chest was fuD of books. That made sense. It was pl aced
handily so one could reach for a book and read by firelight. Vinory hunmed

wi th pleasure as she took the clothbound vol umes out one by one and laid them
on the fleece that served as a hearth mat. There was a Geosraphi cus Mundi, a
handsome herbal in Latin, and several books of charns and spells. Sonme of the
books were handwitten, all in the sane strong, beautiful hand, and peppered
with tiny illumnations. Among the goods on the wall shelves were pots of
pai nt and brushes nade of twigs and hair. Had these draw ngs been the work of
Sanmon? Then he was a scholar and an artist! She was sorry now not to have net
him And now these lovely things were hers to use. Vinory felt an unexpected
sensation of warmth, as if the house gave her its bl essing.

The dream of the sunflower came again that night. The seed-heavy head | eaned
closer to her; its leaves rustling, whispering. If the flower had had eyes, it
woul d be | ooking deep into her soul. The image grew |l arger until it took up
all of her mnd s eye. Vinory woke in the dark, panting with fear. It wasn't
that she disliked sunflowers, she told herself, except that the damed shells
kept getting stuck between her teeth,
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but what was the neaning of the recurring drean? She sought peace as she
concentrated on it.

Her mina had to be affected by sonme stinmulus around her. Vinory thought again
of the unseen hand that had touched her when she opened the box of books. It
was al nost as if soneone had brushed her armlovingly. She put her hands up
into the shadows, feeling, sensing. The air was enpty, as it was supposed to
be.

Movement near the fire startled her. Vinory sat upright to see what had thrown
t hat shadow agai nst the wall. No one else was in the roomwth her. It must be
the cat, she told herself.

No. The thought came unbi dden. Vinory started.

There was a consci ousness here. Who—er what—was it? Vinory craw ed from her
bed and flung a cloak around her, determined to | earn nmore. From her basket,



she took a thin copper ring and a thread, and crouched by the fire. She set

t he pendul um spi nning, catching glints fromthe feint enbers.

"Are you mal evol ent? Do you nean ne harn?" she asked the pendul um Wt hout
hesitation, the ring began to rock back and forth. No. Twi ce. And the shadow
fluttered into the |ight again.

"Who are you?"

That question the pendul um could not answer. The intruder could have been from
anywhere and any tinme in the beyond. Vinory reached outward with all of the
delicate fingers of consciousness that she used to touch the other side of the
Veil. The presence seened to have a connectedness to the place in which it was
now. Was it an entity called here by the previous owner of the cottage, or an
unfortunate spirit tied here by who knew what bonds? She coul dn't guess what
had gone before. Perhaps in the daylight she could peruse the books and

not ebooks for a cl ue.
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An unexpected rush of air flowed past her cheek and brushed her hair. Chilled,
Vinory crept back to bed and tucked the bl ankets around ner

She treated the presence with careful reverence, in case it was the tendril of
a god's mind. Wien Vinory rose in the norning, she greeted it, and put the
first crunbs and drops of her breakfast on a dish to one side as an offering.
If it was not a god, then it had another nane, and she meant to find it out.
As she worked on a charm for a spinning wheel for Lenda, the village
fine-weaver, they chatted idly.

"What sort of man was Sanmon?" Vinory asked, tying threads together through the
spokes of the wheel

"Ch, he was a fine-looking man," Lenda said, rocking her plunmp self back on
her three-legged stool. "Not as big as sonme, but with white skin like a
girl's, and dark eyes and | ashes that | ooked painted on. | wanted to picture
himin a tapestry, but he wouldn't let me nake an image of him Said it tied
hi m down. "

"That's true," Vinory said. "How did Sanmon di e?"

"Caught a chill sitting up for six nights in arowto cure a sick child,"
Lenda said. "Or at least, that's what | thought it nust be. The next day, |
was bringing himfood, and found him | thought he was sl eeping, but he was

dead. Not a mark on him Such a shock it was." Lenda clicked her tongue.

"Six nights! Such devotion to healercraft,” Vinory said, inpressed. "He nust
have been nost caring.”

"Ch, well, any nman would do the sane, since it was his child," Lenda said,
peering at the mage-woman under her heavy lids. "The girl he got it on was too
young to marry, our headnman said, but plenty old enough for dalliance anong
the daisies at the spring planting, in Sanpbn's eye. Said it was the god's

pi ng.
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He shouldn't have taken her, but what could the parents say? You can't mneke a
cow back into a heifer."

"Ch," Vinory said, disappointed. "Too true." The wetch. Her image of a | ost
schol ar and saint tarnished around the edges. Technically Sanon had been
cor-"rect. Mere nortals could not dictate whomthe god said should play the
spring queen in the planting dance, but one could tenper his whimby | eaving
unwed children out of the range of choice. Had the god stayed around too | ong
after the dance, and swept Sanmpbn away while | eaving a thought-shadow in his
pl ace?

"No, indeed," Lenda said, rem niscing. She sounded fond of him as she stared
past Vinory through the door at the bright autum sunshine. "Couldn't keep
hands to hinmself, no, not if they were tied behind him He needed a strong
worman to keep himin line. Not that wonen here aren't of sound mind," she
added, warningly, in case Vinory would think they were all vow | oose, "but
none wanted to say no to him"



| could, Vinory thought.

The presence teased at her the next day as she rooted through the cottage's
storeroonms. It seemed to have a courtier's manners, going here and there with
her, noving aside while she was wal ki ng, crouching close as she knelt to
exam ne a box or basket. It certainty was not a god, since when Vinory had
chosen to ward hersel f the night before, she was not troubled by the dreans or
the nysterious touch. Instead, Vinory could feel the presence hamering
unhappily at the wards she had set up, pleading to cone in until she drew a
veil across her thoughts so she could sleep. W or what could the presence
be?

"I don't know whether it would have been a pl easure to know you or not, Master
Sanon!" Vinory said,
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sorting through a bag of dyed threads. "Dallying with children, though I grant
you lived up to your responsibilities afterward. You stood right on the
fulcrumof the great Bal ance, didn't you?" The presence said nothing, but she
was beginning to feel that it nmight indeed be Sanon |ingering here.

What had taken- his life? Over the years, she had sat up nmany nights with
patients. Sonetines she'd caught what di sease they had, but she al ways
mani f ested the usual synptonms. The wonen said there were no signs at all, and
yet Sanmon's soul had fled. Vinory's mind spun w th unanswerabl e questions.
Coul d Samon have been ripped fromhis body by some powerful force? A curse?
Coul d what happened to hi m happen to Vinory? Should she flee this place while
she coul d? No wonder the townsfol k were so desperately glad to have her stay.
When she went to bed that night, she surrounded herself with wards and
protections so thick that the cat couldn't find a place on the bed. He
hunkered down next to it, grumbling.

The next norning, the sun poked a gl eam ng finger through the curtains of the
cottage wi ndow and tickled Vinory's nose until she woke up with a sneeze.
Goodness, she thought. | hope |I'mnot coming down with Bilisa' s cold. A few
experimental sniffs proved that her nose was clear. That was a relief.

The cottage was tidied nearly to the honmey stage. Vinory thought that today
she woul d ask the fuller or the blacksmth for a little polishing sand to
shine up the fine nmetal work that decorated the doors and cupboard fastenings.
That woul d be the finishing touch that woul d make all perfect. She could
perform sone small service for the craftsmen in exchange, but so far everyone
had been too shy to ask their due. That courtesy woul d pass soon enough

Vi nory knew, so
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she woul d keep offering so as not to seem arrogant in her power.

Vi nory thought a slice of bread and sone broth boiled fromthe dried neat
woul d taste nice this norning. The black and white cat wound between her feet
whil e she put the pot onto the fire and nmade her toilet for the day. She gave
hima piece of the neat. He gulped it down and begged for nore.

"There, now," she said, picking up a cloth to swing the hook hol ding the pot
out of the fire, and flicked it at him "You' ve had your bounty. Go and catch
somet hing for yourself. Fresh neat's better for you anyhow. " The cat sat down
and nonchal antly washed his shoul der to prove to her that he didn't care.
Smiling, Vinory ladled broth into her bow and took it and the remains of the
| oaf to the table.

Beside her plate was a yellow flower. Vinory hadn't noticed it before, but
that did not nmean it hadn't been there when she arose. She was touched by the
gesture, thinking that a villager had decided to show Tier a kindness by

| eaving her a posy of autumm flowers. Then she took a close | ook at the bl oom
It was a daffodil. Another sunflower, not heavy with autumm, but fresh with
the dew of springtinme. She'd al ways known it as a gage of the |aughing young
god, in his youngest and nost playful incarnation. And yet, she reni nded
hersel f that the dancer was also faithless, flitting fromwoman to woman,



whoever woul d have him There were no daffodils in the village. They wi thered
by May. July was long past their season. Wio had reached through time for this
| ovel y thing?

/, the voice said. / would please you. The warm touch brushed her hand again
and encircled her wist with a lover's touch

Vinory started, afraid. Sanmon was still here, and not only was he tied to this
pl ace, he was now tied
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to her as well! Abandoning bow , |oaf, and hunger, Vinory rushed out into the
sunshi ne.

At | east the ghost didn't follow her beyond the walls. She ran down the hil
toward the fields where all the able-bodied villagers were helping to bring in
the hay. The good folk greeted her gladly, offering her bread, cheese, and
meat fromtheir own breakfasts. She accepted only enough to keep fromgetting
I i ght headed.

"Now you're here, will you bless the com ng harvest, l[ady?" the blacksnith
said, leaning heavily on his scythe. He swept a hand around to show her a
valley filled with dusty gold and dark green. Poppies of that astonishing red
clustered at the edge of the cropline.

"How hard you have worked," Vinory said, sincerely. The villagers straightened

up with pride. "OF course | will give the blessing. The gods have been good to
this place. It will be a bountiful year. | need a handful of each of the young
produce." Two boys ran off and came back with handfuls of grain, fruit, and

tiny, perfect vegetables. Vinory exclainmed over their beauty. "Good. And now

I need wine, salt, a small bow, and a crust."
There were a few odd gl ances exchanged, and one or two people | ooked up the
hill at her cottage, only a few hundred yards away. Vinory was ashaned to
admt she was afraid to go back for her basket, so she waited and smiled
politely until sonmebody gathered the conponents of the harvest prayer for her
At | east her knife was in her belt.
Beckoni ng the workers together, Vinory sprinkled salt in a circle around them
then advanced to the sunrise side with the wine and bread. The headman, who
had wi tnessed many a harvest rite, cane forward with a large, flat stone,
whi ch he set down at her feet.
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Chanting the ritual words, Vinory poured the wine into the bow and crunbl ed
the bread into it. She held up the bow to the sky, and let the Veil open ever
so slightly.
The powers of nature were form dable, but nmost folk only saw the nerest w sp
of that influence. It was only during rituals and festivals that they had the
opportunity to see what Vinory and the nageki nd saw every day.. The headnan
and his villagers were agog as a mouth opened in the sky and drew t he wi ne and
bread up to it in a garnet stream A beam of |ight issued down on Vinory and
her makeshift altar. The offering was acceptable. Now she filled the bow with
the fruits of the harvest. As she continued her chant of praise and entreaty,
the golden light covered the bowl. In a blinding flash, the offering was gone.
The liejit faded into Vinory, |leaving her glowing in front of the stone,
ponderous with the weight of godhead. She was silent for a long time. The
villagers waited respectfully until she spoke.
"The gods hear us, and they are pleased," she said, feeling both god and
goddess resounding in her chest and brain. "Blessed be this place and these
people. Hie work that they do shall prosper."
The villagers nuttered "thanksgiving," and Vinory ended the ritual by touching
the point of her knife down to the flat stone, earthing the gods' power as a
synmbol of the unity of the planes. \Wen she broke nme circle, she drewa little
or the godhead into herself to protect her as she wal ked back up the hill to
the cottage. It was hers now. She had earned it. No ghost woul d dare to keep
her fromit.



The bread on the table was stale now, and her broth was gone fromthe bow .
The cat must have lapped it up as soon as it cooled. Vinory's novenents
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were abrupt as she prepared another meal to restore her after the drain of
rendi ng the Veil

The spirit presence was inmediately at her el bow, offering concern. She pushed
away at it with her thoughts, trying to find sone peace to think. The spirit
kept trying to get her attention

"Leave off!" she said, irritably. "You re worse than the cat." It drew back
percepti bly, hovering near the book chest. Vinory ate her neal and took a
little rest on the bed with her back propped up agai nst the wool -stuffed
pillow The presence stayed at a distance fromher, but she could still fee
its regard.

"What do you want ?" she demanded at |ast. Protected by the fragnent of |ight,
she I et her consciousness open up to the presence. Immedi ately a sensation of
need fl owed over her. Vinory raised the godhead as a shield, and the presence
withdrew a nttle. It continued to broadcast to her its feelings: pain, fear
frustration, and despair.

"You are trapped here," she said. 'That | had al ready guessed. But what do you
want of me?"

Her soul was suddenly flying, feeling wings stretching out to either side of
her, feeling the air cupped beneath themas strong as a hill. Terrified,
Vinory threw up her shield and cowered behind it. The sensation stopped at
once. The spirit sent contrition, and she glared in its direction

"You wish to be free," she said.

Besi de her on the bed, another daffodil appeared, fresh and gol den yell ow.
Vinory reached for it, but her fingers stopped hal fway. She could sense the
spirit's anticipation, but she was afraid.

There were spells to free spirits of the dead who had becone trapped in a

pl ace. But she did not dare to try one of themwi thout knowi ng how it was
Sanon met his end. Could his fate drag her along witl”it?
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Nei t her the headman nor her nei ghbors had nentioned anything haunting this
cottage before her arrival. She, the mageborn, nust have reawakened him Now
he radi at ed hope towards her

"Go away," she said, leaving the flower untouched on the blanket. "I nust

t hi nk. "

I gnoring the desperation she felt at the perinmeter of her consciousness, she
drew up wards of protection that she wore all day.

"Ch, yes," the blacksmth said, scooping polishing sand into a cloth for her
"Master Sanobn demanded the best fromus, but he gave champi on service. Saved
my cow when she was in calf with twins. Told ne his price was | owed him
ironwork for a year after that. | saved no noney. He had gauged exactly how
long it would take me to pay off two nore bullocks. Ah, well," he said,
twisting the corners of the cloth into a knot, "fair measure's fair, after
all.”

"What about the child he left?" Vinory asked, tucking the parcel into her
basket. The blacksmth put his own interpretati on upon her question

"She's all right. Shows no signs of acting |like one of the mage-—i ke one of
your good folk, lady. Just eight months old, she is. The girl was rmuch too
young when he picked her to dance the spring goddess with him just into
wormanhood, but she's turned out a good nother for all that. She's wed to ny
son, now."

Fair and foul, Vinory thought, as she lay abed that night. The spirit offered
caresses and favors, but she kept himfirmy at arms length. Every one of the
folk here have a story or two to tell about him He's trustworthy. He's not.
He's generous. He's nmean. | don't know what to believe. And none knew how he
di ed.
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"He was kind, mistress," the j£rl said. The house was snmall but very tidy. In
a corner a baby slept. Vinory glanced at it and noted the dark eyel ashes and
hair, unlike its nother, who had hair red as a fox's fur. "He was good to ne,
so kind and gentlelike. The husband he got for me | have nowisn't nearly as
nice to be with. Though he tries." She gave a hel pl ess shrug, and a shy
smile.
The girl lifted her sleeping infant for Vinory to bless. Hal fway through the
i ncantation the child woke, and watched her with eyes far too wise for its
age. They rem nded her of the sunflower.
Over the follow ng days, the spirit of Sanmon kept up its wooing. Every tine
she sat down, it was at her elbow. It stood at the end of her bed at night,
and attended her at table Iike a servitor. She began to find its constant
conmpany oppressive.
"I can never be alone with nmy thoughts while you're here,"” she conplained to
the invisible presence. It had grown stronger and nore distinct as the noon
waxed. Toni ght the nobon was nearly full. She could al most inagine she could
hear Sanobn speak fromthe other side of the Veil. She shooed himaway so she
coul d think
Vi nory had now been in Twin Streans two weeks. In another two it would be
Lammas. She began to think of the harvest festival. It would be nice to have a
strong male to play the corn king in the reaping dance. Vinory had studied al
t he avail abl e nen, and confessed hersel f di sappointed. The only really
attractive man of exactly the right age, Robi the tanner, had a jealous wfe
whomit would be bad to cross. The bl acksmth | ooked likely, too, though he
was very heavy handed. Vinory was speculating idly on the identity of her
partner, because it didn't matter whom
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she Iiked The goddess woul d choose for herself when she possessed Vinory's
body, Luckily there was no such stigma on a young man as there was on a young
womrman in joining the sacred dance. If he could perform he was old enough
"I could dance the autumm and the spring with you, if you set me free," the
spirit told her that night in her dreanms. Vinory felt the warmtouch of a
man' s body agai nst hers, strong nuscle, questing hands. She squirmed against
the caresses, enjoying them She brushed against a snoboth swell of rnuscle,
whi ch shouted, "Yow " Vinory's eyes fluttered open to see die cat scooting
across the floor between her and the fire, tail l|ashing furiously.
' mjust dream ng about the dance because | was thinking about it today, she
told herself. Because |I'm |l onely.
When Vinory settled back to sleep, she forgot again to raise her wards. A
tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed man came to her and showed her visions of the
times he'd |l ed the dance. He was graceful and slimlegged, with broad
shoul ders and narrow, strong hands that he used to lead his partner to and fro
in the conplicated patterns. Vinory Telt herself tapping her feet, w shing she
could join in. It |ooked so tenpting. The nan passed within arm s reach of
her. She called himby nane.

" Sanmon?"

He turned as if to answer, stretching out a hand to her, his eyes agleam...
Then she woke up, with the fitful light froma l[antern in her eyes.

"Sorry to wake you, mistress," said Tarili, the baker. "My wife's baby's

com ng. She needs you. The baby's turned wong."

"I"ll come at once," she said, groaning, Vinory roused herself, and let the
dream fade from ner mnd
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as she gathered her nedici nes and paraphernalia. She could now feel the
presence standing in the corner, disappointed.

When she returned after daybreak, exhausted, the spirit resuned its canpaign
to get her attention, hovering around her like a bee on a lilac bush.

"Ch, go away, Master Sanon!" she groaned, half asleep already. "I'mtoo tired



to argue with you."

""uiat's why |I'm pushing you now," he said, to her dreaming mnd. "Wuldn't
you like to have soneone to warmyou? Wnter is coming. You could have a babe
of your own next sunmer."

"I have a dozen babies! The villagers' children are nmy responsibility. You
must not tie ne down." She could see his face again, an inverted triangle of
ivory, with those dark, |ong-lashed eyes. She was afraid even in her dreans,
but tenpted. Sanmon was very strong-willed. And handsone.

Wien she woke several hours later, she was refreshed, and al so resol ute. Sanon
was dead. She, Vinory, nust stay alive and clear her mind. That meant

bani shing the spirit who continued to trouble her

She felt panic. But knew at once it wasn't her own.

"I'f you won't, or can't, go on your own, then | must help you al ong,"
said, brutally. "It's only |ogical, Mster Sanon."

The presence sought to get between her and the book chest, but she just wal ked
slap through him ignoring the psychic shock she got fromthe contact.

She had seen a spell for setting free a trapped spirit in one of the
handsomel y made vol unes that Sanmon had scribed for hinself. Vinory thunbed

t hrough the books until she cane to the one she remenbered. It was a harsh
enchantnent. The rebound of he
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wor ki ng woul d be hard on her, Vinory knew, but she could be rid of this

nettl esone presence who awoke all sorts of feelings in her that she had no
time for. She had what conponents were needed at hand. The text said the
wor ki ng nust be done on Lammas N ght. After that, he would be free, and so
woul d she. She felt lucky that she had not conme after Lammas. Gtherwi se it
woul d be a whol e year before she could send hi m away.

The spirit's panic was stronger than ever. Then, as she watched, the very
pages of the tone turned over one by one, past the bani shment spell, to
another text. Vinory bent her head to read.

It was al most the same as the first, ridding a place of a troubl esone
spirit—but by locking it again into human form The difference between the two
spells was only a single word. She | ooked up involuntarily, as if Sanobn was
sitting there across from her

"You want ne to re-enbody you?" she asked. Feelings of joy and hope washed
over her, then retreated at once, |est she chide himagain for overwhel m ng
her consci ousness.

| could do it, Vinory thought, rereading the text. But do | want to? Sanon has
had his life-he's led it! But was his work done? Do | dare to nake that
decision, for or against? | serve Nature. But do | want so strong a man to
push ne out of ny place just before the weather begins to turn?

Per haps she was not as young as once she was; the thought of sleeping in cold
caves and under the brush at waysi des now bothered her. You' re getting soft,
she told herself. You're becom ng too earthbound.

| was not earthbound enough, the presence felt at her. | lost ny hold. It was
too soon. Help ne! It is nmy will.

She read the spells again, both of them hoping for
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clues to what she should do. The spells |acked reference to the high gods, and
took part of her as well as of the one who sought reinstatenment in life. Wre
these evil spells? Wuld she inperil her soul by perfornm ng one or the other?
And yet, she had to do sonething, or the dead nage woul d drive her insane with
his fretting and pl eading. Either banish or restore, but she nust do one of
them no matter what it cost her. To harvest one nust sacrifice, so the Lammas
rite went. But did she want this harvest? A nmage who was neither good nor

evil, and yet neither dead nor alive. And yet he was a |iving being, deserving
of her aid.

Vinory's sleep that night was troubled by Sanon's entreaties. "I wifl hold you
in honor," his spirit said in her dreanms. He dropped to his knees before her

Vi nory



the dark eyes pleading. "I will give you pride of place, and let you lead in
all things, if I my live. OCh, lady, let me through!"

Honor. Samon could see all her thoughts. He knew the turnoil in her mnd. How
could Vinory hide anything fromhin? But did he nean it?

"I ... 1 don't knowif | can trust you, Master Sanon," she said at |ast,

consci ous even though her body was asleep. "I'mafraid of what admitting you
back into life will mean to me. | dare not undo what the gods have done. You
should go on to the Sum nerl ands beyond the Veil ."

"Not yet! Oh, | will be kind, lady. On pain of eternal condemation, | swear
it. I will give you all honor."

"How can | believe it?" Vinory asked. "You'll say anything so that | will open

t he Door on Lanmmas Night and let you through instead of bani shing you
forever."
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"See for yourself," he said, taking both her hands between his as he continued
to kneel before her. The inpishness touched his eyes, and she felt |ike
nelting. He was so very handsome. "If | he, you can take other revenge upon
me. To be nortal again has its own disconforts. It will at |east be
interesting to stand with you, for fair or foul."

She took chances; why el se would she be a witch and a mage if she was not
ready to face the unseen and call the unknown by its name? A challenge |ike

t hat appeal ed to her nore than any of his blandi shnments, out she was stil
uncertai n.

"I will think about it," she pron sed.

The candl es burned as she swung open the cottage door to allow the night
breeze to enter. The villagers of Twin Streans had gone off to enjoy the rest
of their harvest night. Now she was left with only one task to do. The spirit
of Samon waited at the perinmeter of the room full of fear and anticipation as
to his comng fate, for it was tonight or never

Al the materials Vinory needed were laid out. She |it each one of the candl es
in turn, praying to the gods that what she was about to do was right. The warm
breeze caressed her bare skin as she chal ked the circle on the floor and stood
inside it. She took up the book and read aloud fromit by the Iight of the
candl e in her hand. Her voice trenbled through the first syllables, then grew
stronger, though she felt the pull of unseen forces at the very stuff of her
exi st ence.

The gol den |ight broke fromthe candles at the points of die conpass and
joined together to forma ring of fire which grew and grew until she was
surrounded by it. And then it died away, |eaving an arch at the north side of
the circle. Through it she could see a shadow. It was a mature man with dark
hair and
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eyes, and nil k-pale skin. She sniled at her tentatively. Vinory knew at once
that this was Sanmon. She nust send himaway or answer his plea now. There was
no nore time to decide.

"I will give you all my honor, no matter what you decide," Sanon said. He

| ooked hopeful, like a puppy who did not dare to wag its tail. "May | cone, or
must | go?"

He held out a daffodil to her, as a token of the beginning of new things for
both of them At least it would be an interesting life fromnow on, she

t hought. A considerate lover, so the girl had said. He would have to be, to
make up for the part of her life the restoration of his |life would take.
Vinory smled. For fair or foul

"Cone," she said, and held out her hand to him

Summer Storns

CHRI STI E GOLDEN

It was one thunderstormtoo many for Lauris. She had just gotten her cloak



her clothes, her juya bag and her famliar, Shadow, dried fromthe | ast del uge
when the warning runble caused her to glance up at the rapidly clouding sky.
Lauris wapped her stiff cloak around her tall frame. Shadow crouched at her
feet, his gray tail sw shing. She gathered the cat in her arnms, doing what she
could to shield the animal with her cloak

The rain canme. And kept coming as Lauris slogged her WAV along the dirt path
that rapidly changed to nmud, threatening to suck off her boots with each step
There were weat herwor ki ng spells. Lauris knew sonme of them But they were
tiring, and the materials were costly, and it was easier to bundl e up against
the wet than defy it. Though, Lauris admtted as the rain began to scale

t hrough her cloak yet again, if she did indeed have the materials, she'd put
themto good use right now.

A weat hered sign announced that the village of Greenhaven lay two niles hence.
The thought of a dry bed, hot food and perhaps a pint of ale cheered the weary
young wonan, and there was a spring in her step despite the hungry nud.

The little inn, the Blue Bell, couldn't have been
93
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nore wel comng. Afire glowed brightly. The few custoners inside glanced up

t hen back down at the games in which they were clearly engrossed. Lauris

st epped i nside, shivering.

"Good day, miss," cane a voice. Lauris glanced up, heaving the thick, sodden
mass of her dark hair off her pate face. She sniled at the innkeeper, who took
her cloak. He inhaled swiftly at the sight of the gray cat and the
unm st akabl e sigil that marked thejuya bag. Hi s bushy eyebrows shot up

"Yes, |'mof w zard-kind," Lauris replied in answer to his unvoiced question
"My horme is the road, but | am happy to |l eave it behind in such weather!"

The i nnkeeper rel axed, and a spark of avarice sprang to his eyes. Lauris could
tell that he was already wondering what to ask for in return for shelter and
food. She strode up to the fire with a sigh of pleasure.

"You are a wel cone sight, Lady Wzard," canme a voice fromthe nearest table.
Lauris turned. The nan who had addressed her |ounged in his chair. Dark hair
fl owed down his broad shoul ders. A nustache and beard hid nost of his face,
but his piercing blue eyes regarded her steadily.

"And why is that?" she asked.

"Qur own wizard died two nonths ago, and we've been |l ost without him" He rose
and strode toward her, graceful as Shadow despite his bul k. "The crops
alternately burn or drown. Qur herds grow thinner. And there have even been
reports of disappearing children.”

"And who are you, to credit such runors?"

"I am Aelfric, headman of Greenhaven. They are not runors, | assure you."
Lauris turned her gaze back to the fire. "And what would you have ne do,
Headman Aelfric?" ,%
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"I woul d have you stay, and protect our village as Wzard Bl ayne did."
Startled, she glanced back at him "H s hone stands enpty. None of us dare go
inside. All is as he left it—books, tools, garden. W're poor folk, but we
will recompense you fairly. WIIl you consider ny offer?"

Her eyes searched his, seeking out the lie. Lauris knew how to sense deceit
and nmalice—t was all part of her training. She found none. Aelfric's offer,

as far as her skills could tell, was both generous and genui ne. Lauris thought
of the rain, toe nmud, the loneliness that had been her life up to now, and
nodded. His face relaxed into a smle. "I amso glad. Wen you are warm sit
and eat with me, and I will tell you of G eenhaven."

Two days later, Lauris knew she had nade the right decision. No lady in her
manor home coul d have been happier than Lauris in the four-bay, stone-walled
house with fresh thatching for its roof. Behind the house was a garden



overgrown (no villager would dare weed a wi zard's garden!) but planted with
all manner of useful herbs. And the books! The solar that had served as

Bl ayne' s bedroom was crammed with t hem

Lauris was leafing through a pile of old tones when a knock on the door
startled her.

"Cone, " she call ed.

A lad of about thirteen sumers poked his head in shyly. "Good norning,
mlady," he murnured. "My name is Tomas. | served Master Bl ayne before he—
when he lived here, and I'mto serve you as faithfully. I've brought you sone
food, and |I've cone to clean for you."

Lauris quirked an eyebrow. "Aelfric said nothing of a servant," she said.
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The boy shrugged. "Headman Aelfric doesn't know everything about Master

Bl ayne. "

She regarded the youth for a monent, fromhis tow head to nis scuffed boots,
sensed only shyness and sincerity, and decided she liked him"Very well. Comne
in, and 1'll sit in the garden while you clean."

He smiled, and it was |ike the sun com ng out from behind the clouds. She had
made the right choice.

She left himto his chores, smling herself as he burst into an off-key
rendition of the latest drinking tune as he nmade a fire in the hearth and set
a pot to boil. Qutside, the |ate sutmmer heat nade the garden seem hazy to
Lauris's eyes. She stretched in the sun as Shadow m ght, then knelt on the
good, clean earth and began to weed.

He's planted everything, she thought as she worked Yarrow, agrimony, |ady's
mant| e, angelica, woodworm rmugwort, chanom |l e, neadowsweet, | avender
feverfewevery herb she was famliar with seenmed to be growi ng here, as well
as several she'd never seen Before. She'd have to go back over Bl ayne's books
to see if he had one on herbs.

Eventual |y, Lauris rose, w ncing as she strai ghtened, and noticed that the sun
had traveled quite a way across the sky. Cearly, she'd lost track of tine,
poki ng around i n Bl ayne' s—ao, her—garden. But that was all right. She coul dn't
recall when she'd felt so ,.. carefree

She realized she was smiling as she wal ked back into the house. Tonas had
gone, but he had set out food for her—and sonething else. A rose, pink and
soft as a baby's nouth, lay across the netal trencher.

How sweet, and yet how awkward. She'd have to handl e the youth's infatuation
gently. She picked up the rose, inhaled the sweet fragrance, then ate heartily
of the fare Tomas had provi ded.
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Suddenly Lauris saw a shadow nove out of the corner of her eye. She junped,
then told herself it was surely no nore than poor young Tomas, blush-ingly
eager to see how his token was received. But when she turned around, there was
no one there.

"Who's there?" she called, but no answer came. The w zard gl anced around for
Shadow, trusting the cat's senses nore than her own, but the feline had gone—
of f hunting voles in the garden, no doubt. Wwere was a famliar when you
needed hi n? ' Tomas?"

No reply. Frowning a little, she nmoved to the opened door, and peered out.
Only the dirt road, winding its way fromthe village to the forest trail, net
her gaze. A breeze rose, stirring up dust, and Lauris firmy closed the door
She was annoyed to find that her heart was beating rapidly. An idea was
starting to take shape in her mnd, an idea that, if true, would spel

troubl e, caution, and fear

That idea's name was ghost.

Lauris had never seen the ocean, but now she stood on the white sand, her
naked shoul ders turned to al abaster by the radiance of the full noon, and
flung back her head. The wi nd took her long, dark hair and gave it new life.



She shivered at the zephyr's cool fingers as they caressed her skin, then

wal ked into the warm wel com ng water.

Though she did not know how to swim she nerged effortlessly with the ocean, a
mermai d who yet kept her |egs. Shark and octopus brushed past her, but Lauris
was unafraid until she sensed panic in the ocean depths.

Sonet hi ng was here that did not belong, that was afraid, that did not know how
to live—that would soon die, its lungs clogged with sea water, if she did not

i ntervene.
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Swiftly, Lauris swamtoward the panicked creature. Her arnms went around it,
pulling it to the surface where it shuddered and began to breathe. It was then
that she realized she clasped a man to her breast. His pale skin glistened,
and when his breath returned and he gazed at her, stars shone from his face.
Then she was in his arns, and he kissed her, and then it was she who coul d not
breathe, did not want to breathe if it meant ending this sweet,

soul - shudderi ng ki ss—

—tauris bolted upright, gasping. Qutside, it was raining again. A flash of
lightning illum nated no seascape, only her own room crowded with tools and
books. Tears covered her face, trickling into her mouth, where she tasted
their sea-saltiness.

"Tell me of Wzard Blayne," asked Lauris a few hours later, sitting with
Headman Aelfric at the Blue Bell

The big man shrugged. "Wat do you want to know?" he countered, watching her

cl osel y.

"What | and of man was he? How did he take care of the villagers? That sort of
t hi ng. "

"Wl |, beggjng your pardon, | don't nuch take to wi zardfol k," said the headman

unconfortably. "They deal with things | don't understand—don't want to
understand. You're the first 1've ever net that |'ve felt confortable around.
Bl ayne—wel |, he was a loner. Tall, skinny fellow with blond hair. H's eyes had
this faraway |l ook to them-as if he wasn't ever really here."

Lauris kept her face calm As before, she sensed no deception—enly a m strust
of wi zard-land that was, sadly, far too common. "Any visitors? Gther than the
vi | | agers?"

Aelfric's brows drew together. "Now that you nmention it, yes. There were a few
wander ers who cane
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into town specifically to see him" The frown grew t hunderous. "I didn't trust
any of them not one bit."

"Did they cone as friends, or seekers of help?" O did they come as enem es?
"I don't know. Didn't like the ook of 'em kept well enough away." Suddenly
anger suffused his face. "Is soneone bothering you? Nane the bastard, and
=

"No, no, nothing like that," Lauris soothed, distressed and yet oddly

flattered that it should matter so much to him "I'msure no one in G eenhaven
neans ne harm"
"If anyone as much as says a cruel word to you, they'll have me to deal wth,"

the big man growed. "And that's a promise. | don't like the idea of a pretty
young thing like you, in that house all by herself "

Lauris snothered a smile. Beneath the table, where Aelfric could not see, her
ninble fingers noved in a conjuration. Aelfric's knife suddenly tore itself
fromhis hands, twirled around in the air, and then enbedded itself to the
hilt in the table.

"I can take care of nyself," she snmiled, enjoying the shocked adniration on
the big man's face.

The ni ght passed uneventfully. Morning brought an old worman wi th aching
joints, who paid a plunp hen for a salve to ease her pain. The afternoon saw a
young man who bl ushed and stamered as he asked for a |ove potion. The days



passed, and Lauris gradually began to win the villagers' trust. She had al nost
forgotten about the hal f-remenbered dream and hal f-glinpsed shadow until one
night, a fortnight or so later, when she sat curled up by the fire with a pile
of books while a sumer stormraged outside.

It was warminside the house. The fire was nore for light than heat. Expecting
no one on an eveni ng
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such as this, Lauris had spread out a blanket by the fire and lay on her
stomach, naked, and was engrossed in her research

A foot or so away, Shadow dozed. "So many spells," said Lauris to her
famliar. He swiveled a gray ear in her direction. "I wonder what happened to
him Surely such a powerful w zard wouldn't be taken by surprise.”

Unl ess the Dark itself devoured him canme a thought that did not originate

i nsi de her own head.

At once, Shadow was on his feet. Hi s back arched, and his yell ow gaze fastened
on sonething Lauris could not see.

Lauris went bone cold. "Mke yourself known," she whispered. But she already
knew who it was—didn't she?

You grace this house, came the external thought. Such beauty ... such
conpassi on ..

And then sonething cold as die grave itself brushed past her, through her.
Lauris gasped, feeling icy tendrils of nothingness stroke her body, take
shape, though remaining invisible, and becone cold, strong arns, and she felt
the press of lips that were not there on hers...

Gasping, she wiggled out of the specter's enbrace, knowi ng now beyond al
doubt that it was Blayne. O at |east, something that had once been Blayne. It
was still here, still tied to this world, unable to pass on as it ought.

She scrambled for the book. She'd seen it, just recently, the spell that this
frightening (exciting) situation demanded. She flipped through the ol d pages,
absently noting in the back of her mnd that they were fragile but not caring
when they tore, until she found it.

"A Spell to Banysh Spyrits," read the spidery
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lettering. Lauris closed her eyes in relief. The spell required that it be
cast on Lammas Ni ght—+the night of tfie dying god, one of the high holy days.
And Lanmmas was, thank the gods, only a few days hence.

Suddenly aware of her nakedness, she gathered the blanket around her body to
shield her fromthe eyes of her visitor whom she knew by Shadow s disconfort,
had not yet departed. Lauris couldn't sense him any nore, diough. \Were was—
And then he announced his presence a second tine. As she watched, the pages of
the book lying in front of her began to turn, as if flipped by a gentle wi nd,
t hen stopped. Her heart nearly shaking her with its pounding, Lauris glanced
down at the spell.

"A Spell to Reaninmayte the Dead."

She blinked, confusea. This spell seemed identical to the first. Sanme list of
items, the sane charge that it be perforned on Lammas N ght—+t was a
duplicate. No, not quite. One word was different. One single word—the

di fference between true death, and new .life.

/ want to be with you, whispered the voice inside her head.

Lauri s knew that when she accepted the privil eges of w zard-kind, there cane
hand in hand with those advantages a terrible responsibility: to always use
the magic wisely, and in the service of the Light. She had sworn at the end of
her apprenticeship to help, heal, do no harm performno spell that was not of
the Light. But neither spell indicated if it were for good or ill. She could
not ignore the situation. She would go mad. She had to act—but which spel
shoul d she cast? Should she send the spirit of Blayne, clearly cut down before
his time, to eternal sleep?

O shoul d she bring himback?



At that instant, Lauris wished with all her heart that
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she were married to the lowiest, crudest, drunkest peasant, with no shoes, no
| earning, four children to tend and a fifth swelling in her belly. It would be
easier than this dreadful decision.

She bowed her head and began to cry.

From a corner of the roomwhere he had taken refuge, Shadow stared at the
unseen tiling and hissed angrily.

It was fitting that Lanmas Night fell when the nmoon was in her crone
phase—dyi ng, as the young god, as the harvest season itself, synbolically died
The winds were fierce and batted the cl ouds about the heavens, alternately
reveal i ng and obscuring the wani ng noon.

Lauris had noved the furniture into the corners to create a working space. She
nmoved jerkily, her mouth set in a thin, grimline. She did not look like a

wi zard in control of the spell; she did not feel |ike one. Mirnuring the
incantation witten in both the spell for bani shnent and reani mati on, she
strewed wheat flour on the floor, casting a sacred circle.

The door was open. Though the wind raged outside, it did not penetrate inside
to disturb her work.

Now it begins, she thought. Oh, gods, give ne the strength to nake the right
deci si on.

She cl osed her eyes and began the chant conmon to both spells, sanctifying the
circle and honoring each of tbe four quarters with a gift: a feather for the
East, a lit flame for the South, a bow of water for the West, a dish of |oam
for the North.

"I call forth representatives of the forces of Light and Shadow, who woul d
battle for the soul of this man!" she cried inperiously, flinging up her

hands. To her right, she felt rather than saw sonethi ng warm and protective
materialize. But on her left, the essence of darkness
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mani fested, and fromthat part of the room she sensed a deep, deep cold, and a
mal evol ence that extended far beyond the confines of this world. She
shuddered, but knew that her circle protected her

"I summon the spirit of the wi zard Bl ayne of Greenhaven to this which was his
home in lifel" Her voice was hoarse, and she realized that the wind had risen
In the distance, but growi ng ever closer, thunder boomed. A stormwould be
here soon.

Dust bill owed, caught by the wind, directly outside the door. No—not dust. It
was sonet hing el se, sonething that swirled and tw sted and out of which grew a
shape, a shape that Lauris knew, had held, had kissed.

He was nearly transparent at first, then began to take on color and detail. He
stood at |east six feet, slender but not slight. H's face contorted with the
agony of being brought back into formand substance, but it was a face with
clean lines and dark, wi se eyes. His hair was the col or of wheat, his skin
mlky pale. « Lauris's voice caught in her throat. The next step to conplete
the incantation—either one—was to i ssue a Conmand. One word woul d send Bl ayne
back permanently into the sleep of death. The other would give hima second
life.

Shadow crouched behind her, safe within die circle. He hissed and cowered,
spitting angrily. Does he know sonething |I don't know? Lauris thought
despairingly. But that could not be it; for good or evil, Blayne was at the
nmonent an unnatural creature, caught between death, undeath and true life. She
knew t hat Shadow woul d have hissed at her, had she been where the other w zard
was now. The famliar's hostile reaction was no clue as to Blayne's nature.
She had to speak, choose, or else the circle would collapse and the agents of
Li ght and Darkness woul d battle for possession of them both. Desperately,
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Lauris glanced to Themfor aid, but They renmained silent. Tnis was her choice.
Let me come, pleaded Blayne silently, warmin her thoughts. The Bl ayne-thing



stretched out its arns inploringly.

I f she chose wongly ..

She opened her nouth, not know ng which Conmand woul d come out, surrendering
to that part of her m nd beyond thought.

"Come!" Lauris cried, sobbing. Beyond all logic, she |Ioved him and she woul d
take the risk.

The next second was the longest in Lauris's life. Even as the thunder booned
and the heavens opened, there was an equally loud shriek fromdirectly outside
her circle. The agents of Darkness and Light vani shed. \Were they had been now
| ay, respectively, charred ashes and flower petals.

Bl ayne shuddered, then collapsed. Col or suffused him He was real, solid,

whol e—al i ve. Lauris's own knees gave way beneath her, and she stared,

wi de- eyed, at the man whom she had given new life.

Groani ng, Blayne struggled to his knees. She realized now that he wore die
same clothes in which he had been buried; they were partially deconposed,

t hough the human fl esh they adorned was whol e. She coul dn't speak; could only
stare.

He Iifted his head, his beautiful, wheat-gold head and pierced her with his
bl ue gaze. A slow smile spread across his handsone face. "Lauris," he said,
softly, tenderly. "OCh, Lauris, ny love ..."

Tnen he stunbled to his feet and reached for her, his boots snudging the
circle of wheat flour as he entered her sacred space. Lauris's fear bled out
of her. Nothing evil could enter that circle, and as his strong arns went
around her she eagerly turned her face up for his demandi ng, hungry, joyful
kiss. 7
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Bl ayne.

It was sweeter than the dream at once sinpler, nore human, and nore powerful.
She nelted into him and if his wise, wzard s hands had noved to renove her
magi cal garb, she would have nade the second nove to | overmaki ng hersel f. She

was dizzy with joy and relief. Blayne, Blayne . . . /

But ne tore hinself away from her, panting, and his hands noved from her wai st
to her upper arms. "I pray to all the gods that there will be a chance to |ove
you afterward ... but now, there's no time ..."

"Wh- what ?"

He was exasperated, but his blue eyes never lost their gentleness. "Lauris,
what do you think happened to ne? | was nurdered!"

A chill that had nothing to do with the night air shuddered through her. "By
whon?"

"Aelfric!"
"Inpossible,"” replied Lauris. *T sensed him. . . every tine | talked to him
I woul d have been able to tell if he were evill™

Bl ayne shook his head. "He was able to bl ock your sensing. W better than a
wi zard to hide his true nature from anot her?"

Lauris's heart began to thud in horror. Blayne was right—-such a thing could be
done.

"Aelfric is an agent of the Dark, Lauris. | discovered his plans and tried to
stop him He killed nme; he would have killed you, too. Don't drink fromthe
well in the back; it's poisoned. He did it earlier tonight, just in case he
wasn't able to conplete the spell."

"But ... but this nmakes no sense ... he was the one who asked ne to stay,
after "

"He had to! Think how strange it would have | ooked for a headnman not to ask
any wandering w zard
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to abide and protect the town. He never thought you were a real eneny; you're
young, and you're a wonman." Blayne's lips curved in a harried smle. 'This far
out of the cities, love, you'll run into that sort of attitude. But we nust



hurry. Tonight, he conpletes the ritual. He began it |ast Lammas. He killed ne
on M dsumer, a night of Hi gh Power for the forces of Light, which is why I
was able to hang on to this world." H s hand snoothed her hair. "Until you set
me free. Come, ny |love. Together, we can defeat himand hold back the Dark."
Tomas stood naked in front of Headman Aelfric. The dark w zard's powers held
the youth notionless, but did nothing to stop the sweat of rank terror that
poured off Tonmas's body, mixing with the raindrops that hit his skin with
stinging force.

Now, he knew why the herds were growi ng thin. Now, he knew where the m ssing
children had gone. Now, he was about to join them He stared up at Headman
Aelfric, tears creeping out of eyes that were not permitted to blink, and he
prayed for reprieve though he knew it woul d never cone.

At the boy's feet inside the bloody circle was a clutter of small objects. He
knew t heir purpose; Aelfric had told him Each trinket, each bit of nai
paring or piece of crockery or baby's toy belonged to one of the villagers.
When the dark wi zard conpleted the ritual, sealed his pact with his evil
masters by dousing the itens with Tomas's bl ood, the souls of every man, wonan
and child in G eenhaven would belong to Aelfric. He in turn would then offer
themto the Dark, in return for power unimagi nabl e.

Ael fric was unrecogni zabl e. Gone was the stalwart, solid headman Tonas had
known all his life. The words spewing fromAelfric's |lips were unknow* to
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t he boy, but their power and their foul ness nade his skin craw . \Wen the

i ncantation was done, the black knife Aelfric held in his |eft hand would
descend, be buried to the hilt in Tomas's chest.

The chant grew | ouder, the words faster, harsher on the ear. Aelfric's eyes
glinted red. His fingers clenched on the evil weapon's hilt.

Tomas wi shed he could close his eyes.

"No!" cried a clear, male voice—a voice that Tomas had never thought to hear
again in this lifetime. "I forbid it!"

Tomas could not turn his head, but he did not heed to. Aelfric's horrified
face, fastened on the figure directly behind the boy, showed all. "It ... it's
not possible," he breathed. "I killed you! You're dead, Blayne!"

Bl ayne, for surely it was he, laughed. "I was dead. But she brought ne
back—brought ne back to fight and defeat you."

"You murdered Bl ayne by trickery." This was a fem nine voice, harsh with

ri ghteous anger. Lauris, tall and straight, stepped out of the shadows. "You
t hought to poison nme. You've no stomach for fighting. The Dark will tear you
apart. Yield. You cannot face us both!"

For a nonent, it seemed as though Aelfric would. Then he drew the black knife
across his own palm laying open a red streak. Suddenly, the knife began to

radi ate a dull, pulsing purple aura.
"Now the knife has tasted blood!" he crowed. "It nust have a human life, or
el se the full power of Darkness will cone upon the |and! You speak bravely,

wi zards, but you know you cannot violate nmy circle!™ And he raised the knife
again, resumng the incantation, preparing to slay Tomas even as bl ood dri pped
fromhis own injured hand.
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"Per haps not,"
your circle ...
can!

Tormas was never certain as to what happened next. One instant, he was standi ng
in front of Aelfric, awaiting his nmurder. The next he hit the earth a good
twenty feet away. His entire body thrumred, spasmed, and for a nonent he
couldn't breathe. Then suddenly air rushed into his lungs and he painfully
turned to see what had happened to Aelfric.

A few yards away, his booy smoking, lay the dark wi zard. A flash of Iightning
illum nated his tw sted, blackened features. There was a terrible burn in his

Lauris screaned over the thunder. "But if the rain can enter
" and she gestured with her hands, "then the lightning surely



chest, a second on his feet. By the lightning's illum nation, Tomas realized
that the boots and skin of the feet had been burned cl ean away—white bones
showed through. He was no threat to anyone anynore.

The knife was another matter. It lay just outside the circle, radiating that
eerie purple gleam

"Dear gods," breathed Blayne, "he was telling the truth. That is a Kitlis
dagger, and he has awakened its hunger." His gaze |ocked with Lauris's.
Suddenly he reached for her, brought her close in a fierce, passionate
enbrace. Then in one fluid notion he pushed the wi zard away, |unged for the
dagger, and plunged it into his belly.

The stormraged. Rain scoured the crunpling body of the wheat-haired w zard.
Wldly, Tomas was reni nded of the | egend of Lammas N ght—the willing sacrifice
of the young god, to ensure a bountiful harvest.

Lauris gave a wordl ess scream of angui sh and | oss. She craw ed over to her
bel oved, tried to pull the dagger out. But Blayne |laid a bl oody hand on hers,

stayi ng her.
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"No," he commanded. *T was already dead. | see that | was neant to die ..
that in the end, Aelfric was neant to be ny death. | will not give innocents
over to the Dark. | ... | amsorry, beloved ... what magic, what |ove, we

coul d have nade . He reached to touch her cheek. Lauris seized him shook
himangrily, but Blayne was al ready gone. Before Tomas's horrified gaze, the
wi zard began to deconpose. His time in life, as he had intinmated, had only
been borrowed, not bought. Lauris was beyond caring. She clasped the rotting
flesh to her breast, rocked himback and forth, and began to outkeen the
how i ng storm

The tal e of how Lauris and Bl ayne defeated the worst eneny to have trod
Greenhaven soil brought the young wi zard fame. She continued, though, to be as
accessi bl e as ever. Tomas becanme her close friend, but as the years passed, he
realized that the | ove he bore her woul d never be requited. Sonething quiet
and patient sat in her prematurel y-aged eyes. Once, he asked her about it.

She was silent for a tine, then spoke.

"I have | ooked into the well of Death, reached inside, and pulled out Love.

could not hold it—no nortal could, | suppose—but | know it is there. | know he
is there. | see himin the eyes of all those | help. My life, Tonas, is nerely
a sunmmer storm It rages long and |oud, but | know that soon it wll pass.
Then | can be with him1 |ove beyond all imagining."

Her eyes were distant, soft, misty. "I can wait out the storm"”

A Choi ce of Many

MARK A. GARLAND

"What do you nmean he's dead?" Alluen asked. "Wat happened. "

"We don't know," Jon the mller, who was al so the mayor, replied. "W found
him... that is, what we think was him snoldering in his house, in a circle
he'd drawn. Lennet, his nane was." Jon's pouchy cheeked face and easy manner
were the sort that could put anyone at ease, but his nervous eyes betrayed
hi m

"When we hired himhe clained to be a skilled adept, you understand," Thella,
the miller's wife, added She was a bit largef than Jon, and certainly |ess
mal | eabl e. "I never thought so. Many nake clainms, and his clains were many. In
truth, he was an ill-mannered, inept young fool."

"So he did it to hinself, but you have no idea what he m ght have been trying
to do," Alluen persisted.

"W expect he ... old sonething wong," Jon said

'Tes, but wong in what way?" Alluen | ooked about. Mdst everyone living in or
near the village seened to be on hand, several hundred of them A nost

di stracted collection of faces. As though soneone had asked themto keep a
secret. 'Those who court a flane risk a burn!" someone shout ed.

Thel l a stepped closer to Alluen, her gaze steady.
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"He was a scoundrel, | say. Not a word of truth in him Too nuch of that with
your kind. So tell us nowif your magic is of the Light. If your soul is
clean.”

Al l uen stared back, steadfast. "Yes.

"Good!" Jon exclainmedl with obvious relief. He took Alluen by the arm and

poi nted her up the street. "You may have the sorcerer's house, of course. And
all those books. You do |ike books?"

"Ch, very much."

"You aren't carrying any," Thella said accusingly. 'The others we hired, the
nmen, all had books. Even Lennet."

"Many . . . others?" Alluen asked, all the nmore concerned.

"Only a few," Jon said hastily, glancing briefly at his wife. "But we have had
a run of bad luck. People are afraid. Lives are at stake, after all."

But whose? Alluen wondered. "Lives?"

"Thella is concerned that our next sorcerer mght be like the last," Jon

continued. "And that a ... a girl, you see, like yourself, and so young, m ght
not be as ..."

"I know," Alluen said. She was used to this. Even in her own village, where
her father had been revered by one and all, nis short, skinny, young daughter

had been thought of as little nmore than a hedge witch. She'd been nearly as
skilled in sorceries as he, yet when he passed away the many visitors to their
cottage in the woods seenmed to vanish with him As if she, too, had died.
Leavi ng that place had seenmed the best thing to do.

"Rest all concerns,” Alluen said "I have traveled too far and too long, so ny
bel ongings are few. But | amup to the tasks you woul d ask of nme. Trust in
that."

"You won't have any trouble getting folks to cook for you, or stock your
pantry," Jon expl ai ned smartly.
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"Not so long as you remain here," his wife sniffed . "She'll do fine," Jon
i nsi st ed.
"That is what | intend, but what do | have to do?" Alluen asked in the silence

that foll owed

"Cast your spells!"™ the miller told her with a quick, feeble grin. "For the
sick, the luck-1ost, the changeabl e seasons; they all need spell weaving."
*That, and the Dark," Thella muttered fol ding her arns,

Jon's grin abruptly faded No one el se made a sound

"Your people are afraid of the dark?" Alluen asked.

"We fear your magic can be turned!" someone fromthe crowd answered. "W fear
the evils we have been cursed with already. Evils you m ght nmake worse!"

"If she has any magic at all," another said.

"You can't believe any of her kind" said a third The crowd seened to be
pressing nearer, their faces

"I make no false clainms, trust in that!" she told them wondering what evils
they seened to fear so greatly.

"There is no trust for the likes of you!" someone shouted back

"Just |l ook at you!" called one nore.

Al luen instinctively touched one hand to the carved bone handl e of the dagger

her father had given her, ages ago, "Magic may rail, but you can al ways trust
in a good blade,"” he had told her. She kept it with her always, and al ways
kept it sharp; still, she had never found cause to use it as a weapon.

"We nust give her a chance," Jon scolded themall. "Wo el se have we?"

This |l ast brought another silence, and a weight in Aluen's stonach.

"Do you have spells that'll keep the Dark at bay?" Thella pressed

A CHO CE OF NANY

113

Al luen had been in the village two weeks now, and had yet to notice any
strange behavior, day or night. No matter, she told herself. She was stil



weary fromthe road, and weeks of travel had gai ned her nothing. In each
village it was the sanme: either she was perceived as a threat to | ocal magic
folk, or no one would take her seriously. Until now. She had to give thema
chance, and convince themto give her one as well.

"I have many spells, in here," Alluen assured themall, tapping the side of
her head. "And ny magic is true, as | have said.”

"Ah, you see? Well and good!" Jon said, trying the grin again. "You'll get

coin, too, what we can give, and trade. And our gratitude ... er, eventually."
Room and board and nore sounded wonderful, especially with the winter season
approachi ng. And the needs of these people were small, surely. After all, one

could keep the dark at bay sinply by building a fire. "Watever the task,
shall neet it," she prom sed. Before nmuch el se could be said, Jon began to

| ead her up the street to the wizard' s house, |eaving nost everyone el se
behi nd ami dst a din of munbling.

The house itself |ooked like any other on the street, two stories, wood frane,
daub and wattle walls. Jon opened the front door. Alluen entered but Jon did
not. Even when she asked.

'The Dark," he said "Good day."

The house seemed cozy enough, and the collection of books, some witten in
exotic | anguages, was nore remarkable than any Alluen had ever seen. Her
favorite was the late wi zard Lennet's book of spells—she assunmed it was

hi s—whi ch Al luen was sure woul d take her weeks just to | ook through. Meanwhile
t he townsfol k brought her anple food and drink, even
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cl ot hing, yet not one of themwas willing to set foot inside her house.

Each time she was needed, which had only been twice in three times that many
days, someone fromthe village would cone and knock, then ask her to foll ow

al ong. She had used an old and sinple spell that seened to hel p one young girl
rid herself of a mld fever, then she'd done nuch the sanme for an old man's
rash. Each tine, she asked those present to come to her house for a visit.
"Thank you," the girl's nother had said, and the old man and his wife as well,
"but we must not. It's the Dark, you see.™

By the end of a week, Alluen decided sne had had enough. She asked Jon to neet
her at the village inn where, in a quiet corner, she nanaged to entice Jon to
tip first one tankard, then another. Wen she thought he had gained a
sufficiently pliable disposition, she cast a spell that rarely worked, one

i ntended to coax the truth fromreluctant lips. Controlling another's thoughts
was nearly inpossible, even for the nmost skilled adept, but with enough help
froma good brewer the effect could be quite ... nmagical

"Have you ever cheated on your wi fe?" Alluen asked, just testing.

"OfF course | have," Jon boasted, taking yet another swallow He grinned at
her, then winkled his nose. "But you are too young and scrawny for ne."

"I will trust in the gods to make ne worthy, one day," Alluen replied. "For
now, you will tell nme why no one will enter my house."

Jon's head flopped left as if support had been suddenly w thdrawn. "Ch, you'd
like ne to tell you that, wouldn't you ... tell you all our secrets."

"Yes, | would."

Jon shrugged. "Very well. A sorcerer by the nane of Kinmall, a vile old fool of

a man, they say, once
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made our village his home. This was |long before ny tine, and the story is not
al ways the sane."

Alluen leaned a bit closer. "Go on."

Jon drew a long breath. "In an attenpt to gather nore power, he summoned a
creature of some sort, a tibing of pure darkness as dreadful as Kimall could
ever have hoped, but of no mind to tell its secrets, or do Kinal Ts biddi ng,
alas."

Al luen's father had told her stories of |ooking over the edge into the dark



abyss, of those lured by its vast potential -but the danger, l|like the pull of
t he darkness, was always great. "And this is the thing you call the Dark?"
"Aye," Jon said, somewhat chagrined. He finished his third tankard, exani ned
the bottom of the enpty vessel as he went on. "Kinmall commanded the beast to
surrender its powers to him but the denon apparently preferred the quick
harvest Kimall hinself supplied.”

"It ate Kimall," Alluen clarified.

"So they say."

Al l uen beckoned to the innkeeper for nore ale. "But what becane of the beast
after that?"

"It cannot stay in this world for long, we believe. It weakens quickly, fades
to nothing, and returns to the nether realnms, where it remains until it can
renew itself and enter our world once nore. Which nakes it hungry enough to
eat a small family at least, as sone of our villagers have |earned too well.
Most flee, but it finds some of us. Always, it appears in the w zard's house
first. So that is where you nust stop it. TTie last w zard, Lennet

failed. "

n W]y?ll

"Alas," Jon said painfully, "I cannot say, though ny good w fe, you see, and
many others, they have their ideas.”
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"You said you think he did sonmething wong. Tell nme what?"

Jon puzzled over this for a nonent. "W think he tried to make a deal with the
beast. A partnership of sone sort. The power of the Dark is great, and a

sorcerer who controls it would be ... greater, | think. Some worry that Lennet
bel i eved he coul d succeed where old Kimall failed. Many of us worry the next
sorcerer—you-wll try to do the sane."

Al'luen | ooked closely into the other's eyes. "And you didn't intend to tell ne
of this?"

"At length,"” Jon assured her. "But you would have known about the Dark, no
matter."

" How?"

"The Dark cones al ways on Lanmas Ni ght. But they say .an adept can sense the
creature's coning before that."

"Lammas Night is but a few days .away!"

"Many are already preparing to | eave," Jon said, verifying.

Al'luen wanted to know nore, every little detail, but she was sure poor Jon
could not provide them He'd finished with this tankard as well now, and his
words were getting too rounded to understand. "No doubt, you will be gone in

the norning," he said after a time, nore or less. "I can hardly blanme you.
Thella can, and the rest, but not me." He grinned, again holding his head as
if it weighed too mnuch.

"No," Alluen said. She had been in too nany places where no one trusted or
want ed her, sonetimes even when their need was great. Places |like home. This
villa