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December 18,1914
Broom, Warwickshire

HER EY ES WERE SO SORE and swollen from weeping that she thought by right she should have no
tearsleft at al. She was so tired that she couldn't keep her mind focused on anything; it flitted from one
thought to another, no matter how shetried to concentrate.

One kept recurring, in anever-ending refrain of lament. What am | doing here? | should be at Oxford.

Eleanor Robinson rested her aching head againgt the cold, wet glass of the tiny window in the twilight
gloom of her attic bedroom. With an effort, she closed her sore, tired eyes, as her shoulders hunched
insde an old woolen shawl. The bleak December weather had turned rotten and rainy, utterly
un-Christmas-like. Not that she cared about Christmas.

It was worse in Flanders, or so the boys home on leave said, though the papers pretended otherwise.
She knew better. The boys on leave told the truth when the paperslied. But surely Papawouldn't be
there, up to hiskneesin the freezing water of the trenches of the Western Front. He wasn't ayoung man.
Surely they wouldn't put him there.

Beastly weather. Beastly war. Beastly Germans.

Surely Papa was somewhere warm, in the Rear; surely they were using his clever, organized mind at
some clerking job for some big officer. She was the one who should be pitied. The worst that would
happen to Papawas that he wouldn't get leave for Christmas. She wasn't likely to see anything of
Chrigmasat dl.

And she should be at Oxford, right thisminute! Papa had promised, promised faithfully, that she should
go to Oxford this year, and his betraya of that promise ate like bitter acid into her heart and soul. Sheld
done everything that had been asked of her. She had passed every examination, even the Latin, even the
Greek, and no one el se had ever wanted to learn Greek in the entire village of Broom, except for little
Jmmy Grimdey. The boys schoolmaster, Michagl Stone, had had to tutor her especidly. She had
passed her interview with the principa of Somerville College. Sheld been accepted. All that had been
needed was to pay the feesand go.

WEel, go meant making al sorts of arrangements, but the important part had been done! Why hadn't he
made the arrangements before held volunteered? Why hadn't he done so after?

Hadn't she had known from the time she could read, dmogt, that she all sheredly wanted wasto go to
Oxford to study literature? Hadn't she told Papathat, over and over, until hefinaly agreed? Never mind
that they didn't award degrees to women now, it was the going there that was the important

part& mdash;there, where you would spend dl day learning amazing things, and haf the night talking



about them! And it wasn't asif thiswas anew thing. There was more than one women's college now, and
someday they would give degrees, and on that day, Eleanor meant to beright there to receive hers. It
wasn't asif shewould be going for nothing. . . .

And it wouldn't be here. Not this closed-in place, where nothing mattered except that you somehow
managed to marry aman of a higher station than yours. Or, indeed (past acertain age) married any man
aadl.

"Oxford? Well, it's&mdash;it's another world . . . maybe a better one.”

Reggie Fenyx's eyes had shone when he'd said that. Sheld seen the reflection of that world in hiseyes,
and shewanted it, shewanted it. ...

Even this beastly weather wouldn't be so bad if she waslooking at it from inside her study in Somerville
... or perhaps going to listen to adistinguished speaker at the debating society, as Reggie Fenyx had
described.

But her tired mind drifted away from the imagined delights of rooms at Somerville College or the
simulation of an erudite speaker, and obstinately towards Reggie Fenyx. Not that she should cdl him
Reggie, or a leadt, not outside thewalls of Oxford, where learning made al men (and women!) equals.
Not that she had ever caled him Reggie, except in her own mind. But there, in her mind and her memory,
he was Reggie, hero-worshipped by all the boysin Broom, and probably half the grown men aswell,
whenever the drone of his aeroplane drew eyesinvoluntarily upward.

And off her mind flitted, to halcyon skies of June above agreen, green field. She could till hear his
drawling, cheerful voice above the howl and clatter of his aeroplane engine, out there in the falow field
held claimed for his own, where he "stabled” his"bird" in an old hay-barn and used to land and take off.
Hed looked down at her from his superior height with asmile, but it wasn't a patronizing smile. Sheld
seen the aeroplane land, known that in thiswesther he was only going to refud before taking off again,
and pdlted off to Longacre like atomboy. She found him pouring acan of petrol into the plane, and
breathlesdy asked him about Oxford. He was the only person she knew who was a student there, or
ever had been a student there& mdash;well, hardly a surprise that he was a student there, since hewas
the son of Sir Devlin Fenyx, and thefidld, the aeroplane, and everything asfar as she could see where
she stood belonged to Lord Devlin and Longacre Park. Where e se but Oxford was good enough for
Reggie Fenyx? Perhaps Cambridge, but& mdash;no. Not for someone from Warwickshire and
Shakespeare country. "1 want to go to university,” she had told him, when he'd asked her why she
wanted to know, as she stood looking up at him, breathless at her own daring. "1 want to go to Oxford!"

"Oxford! Well, I don't know why not," held said, the first person to sound encouraging about her dream
since her governessfirg put the notion in her head, and nearly the only one since, other than the Head of
Somerville Callege. Thered been no teasing about "lady dons' or "girl-graduates.” "No, | don't know
why not. One of these daysthey'll be giving out women's degrees, you mark my words. Ought to be
ashamed that they arent, if you ask me. Thegirls| know& mdash;" (he pronounced it "gels," which she
found fascinating) "& mdash;work harder than most of my mates. | say! If your parentsthink it'sall bunk
for agel to goto university, you tell 'em | said it'sadeuced good plan, and inten yearsagel'd be
ashamed not to have goneif she's got the chance. Here," held said then, shoving arope a her. "D'ye
think you can take this rope-end, run over to there, and haul the chocks away when | shout?"

He hadn't waited for an answer; held smply assumed she would, treating her just as he would have
treated any of the hero-worshipping boyswho'd cometo see him fly. And she hadn't acted like aslly
girl, ether; shed run alittle to a safe distance, waited for hissignd after he swung himsdf up into the seet
of hisfrail ship of canvas and sticks, and hauled on the rope with al her might, pulling the blocks of wood



that kept the plane from rolling forward out from under the wheels. And the contraption had roared into
life and bounced dong the field, making onefind legp into the air and climbing, until he was out of sight,
among the white puffy clouds. And from that moment on, she'd hero-worshipped him as much as any

boy.

That wasn't the only time she'd hel ped him; before Alison had come, she had been more out of the house
than in it when she wasn't reading and studying, and she went where she wanted and did pretty much as
sheliked. If her mother had been aive, shed likely have earned a scolding for such hoydenish behavior,
but her mother had died too long ago for her to remember clearly, her father scarcely seemed to notice
what she did, and she had only hersdlf to please. Reggie had been amused. Hed ruffled her hair, caled
her a"jolly little thing,” and treated her like the boyswho cameto help.

In fact, once after that breathless query about Oxford, he had given her papers about Somerville College,
and magazines and articles about the lady dons and lecturers, and even a clipping about women who
wereflying aeroplanes& mdash;"aviatrixes' he called them& mdash;with the unspoken, but clearly
understood implication thet if anyone gave her trouble about wanting to go to Oxford, she should show
them the clipping aswdll as give them his endorsement of the plan to show that "nice girls' did al sorts of
things these days. "Women are doing greet things, greet thingd" held said with enthusiasm. "Why, women
are doctors& mdash;l know one, agrand gel, married to afriend of mine, worksin London! WWomen
should go exercising their brains Makes'em interesting! These gelsthat Mater keeps dragging

round& mdash;" He'd made aface and hadn't finished the sentence, but Eleanor could guessat it. Not
that she had any broad acquaintance with "ladies of Society," but she could read about them. And the
London newspapers were full of stories about Society and the women who ornamented it. To her way of
thinking, they didn't seem like the sorts that would be terribly interesting to someone like Reggie. No
doubt, they could keep up asparkling conversation on nothing whatsoever, and select acigar, and hold a
dinner party without offending anyone, and organize a country weekend to great acclaim, but asfor being
interesting to someone like Reggie& mdash;not likdy. Even she, an inggnificant village tomboy, was more
interesting to him than they were ever likely to be.

Not that shewas dl that interesting to someone like Reggie. For all that she looked up to him, and
even& mdash;yes, she admitted it& mdash;was a bit in love with him, he was as out-of-reach as Oxford
was now. . . .

In fact, everything was out of reach now, and the remembered sun and warmth faded from her thoughts,
replaced by the chill gloom of the drafty attic room, and the emptiness of her life.

Nothing much mattered now. The war had swallowed up Reggie, asit had swallowed up her father, asit
had smothered her hopes. The bright and confident declarations of "Home by Christmas' had died in the
rout at Mons, and were buried in the trenches a Y pres, as buried as her dreams.

She had thought she was through with weeping, but sobsrosein her throat again. Papa, Papa! she cried,
slently, asher eyesburned anew. Papa, why did you leave me? Why did you leave me with Her?

For it wasn't the war that was keeping her from Oxford, anyway. Oh, no& mdash;her current misery was
due to another cause. Surely Papawould have remembered his promisg, if it hadn't been for the
manipulations of Alison Robinson, Eleanor's sepmother.

Two more tears 0ozed out from under her closed lids, to etch their way down her sore cheeks.
She wouldn't be able to treat me like this if Papa hadn't gone. Would she?

Horrible, horrible woman. Sheld stolen Papa from her, then stole her very life from her. And no oneelse
could or would seeit. Even people that should know better, who could see how Alison treated her



stepdaughter, seemed to think there was nothing amiss. I’ ll hear one more time how lucky I am that
Papa married her and left her to care for me while he's gone, | think | shall besick. . . .

The day shefirst appeared had been, had Eleanor only known it, the blackest day of Eleanor'slife.
She pounded an impotent fist againgt her thigh as she stifled her sobs, lest She should hear. . . .

Papa had gone on business; it had seemed just like any other of dozens of such absences. Eleanor was
accustomed to Father being absent to tend to hisbusinessfrom time to time; most fathersin Broom didn't
do that, but Charles Robinson was different, for hewasin trade, and hisbusinessinterests al lay outside
Broom, even outside of Warwickshire. He was aman of business, he often told her when shewas old
enough to undergtand, and business didn't tend to itself.

Although her father never flaunted the fact, she had always known that they lived well. Shed had a
governess, when most children in the village just went to the local school. Miss Severn had been a good
governess, one, in fact, who had put the idea of Oxford into her head in thefirst place, and good, highly
educated governesses were (she knew now) quite difficult to find, and expensive.

Besides that, they had maids and a cook& mdash;well, there were othersin Broom who had "help," but
not many had maidsthat lived in, or acook at al. And they lived in one of the nicest housesin Broom.
"The Arrows," a Tudor building, was supposed to have been there at the time Shakespeare passed
through the village after a poaching expedition, got drunk and fell adeep under the oak treein front of the
tavern.

But her papa hadn't made much of their prosperity, so neither had she. He socidized with the village, not
the gentry, and other than visitsto Longacre to see Reggiefly, so had she. They weren't members of the
hunt, they weren't invited to dinners or balls or even to tea as the vicar was. The governess, the specia
tutoring later& mdash;thiswas, to her, not much different from the piano lessons the butcher's and baker's
daughters got.

In fact, she hadn't really known how prosperous they were. Papa's business was hardly

glamorous& mdash; he made sacks, or rather, his factories made sacks. All sorts of sacks, from
grain-bagsto the rough sailcloth duffelsthat sailors hauled their personal gear in. Well, someone had to
make them, she supposed. And from time to time, Papawould visit one or another of hisfactories,
making sure that everything was operating properly, and look over the books. His trips aways happened
the same way; he'd tell her and Cook when he was going and when he would be back and they'd plan on
sample medstill hereturned. He would drive their automobile, chugging and rattling, to catch thetrain,
and at the appointed time, drive home again.

But last June something different had happened.

He'd gone off& mdash;then sent atelegram that something had happened, not to worry, and he would be
back aweek later than he had planned and he'd be bringing agrand surprise.

She, morefool, hadn't thought any more of it& mdash;except, perhaps, that he was buying anew
automobile. That was what he had done when held gotten the first one, after al, come back aweek later,
drivingit, dl bundled up in goggles and hat and driving-coat, and full of the adventure of bringingit al the
way from London.

And he came back, as she had half expected, not in the old rattle-bang auto, but in adeek,
long-bonneted thing that purred up the stret.

The problem was, he hadn't been done.



She had been with him. And right behind them, in their own car, They had come.

She had come arrayed in an enormous scarlet hat with yards and yards of scarlet scarves and vells, and a
startling scarlet coat of dramatic cut. Father had handed her out asif she was a queen, and as sheraised
ascarlet-gloved hand to remove her goggles, he had said, beaming with pride, "And herés my surprise!
Thisisyour new mother& mdash;" he hadn't said "stepmother,” but Eleanor would never, ever call that
horrible woman "Mother" "& mdash;Alison, thisis my daughter. And look, Eleanor, here are two new
sstersto keep you company! Laurdee, Carolyn, thisisyour sister Eleanor! I'm sure you're going to be
the best of friendsin no time!”

Two degant, languid creatures descended from the rear of the second automobile, wearing pastel blue
and lavender versons of her getup, and removed their gogglesto regard her with stares as blank and
unreadabl e as the goggles had been.

Broom had never seen anything quite like them. They looked asif they had come directly from the pages
of some London quarterly. Only she amiled, aknowing little smile, acondescending smile that
immediately made Eleanor aware of her untidy hair that was loosdly tied with aribbon like achild's, her
very plain linen day-dress, not in vogue and not new, of her uncorseted figure, and her thick, clumsy
walking shoes. The two girlsraised their headsjust atrifle, and gave her little patronizing smirks of their
own. Then al three had sailed into the house without so much as aword spoken.

And with a shock, Eleanor had found hersalf sharing the house and her papa with a stepmother and two
depsgers.

Except& mdash;from the moment they entered the door, there wasn't agrest dedl of "sharing” going on.

Thefirst sgn of trouble cameimmediately, when the girlsingpected the house and the elder, Lauraee,
claimed the second-best bedroomé& mdash; Eleanor's room& mdash;as her own. And before Eleanor
could protest, she found hersalf and her things bundled up the stairs to an untenanted attic room that had
been used until that moment as alumber room, with the excuse, "Well, you'll be at Oxford in the autumn,
and you won't need such abig room, now, will you?' Followed by awhispered "Don't be ungracious,
Eleanor& mdash;jealousy isavery ugly thing!" and afrown on her papas face that shocked her into
Slence.

Thething that gtill baffled her was the speed with which it had al happened. Thered been not ahint of
any such thing asaromance, much lessamarriage, ever! Papahad aways said that after Mama, no
woman could ever claim his heart& mdash;he/d gone a dozen times to Stoke-on-Trent before, and hed
never said aword about anything but the factory, and she thought that surely she would have noticed
something about awoman before this.

Especidly awoman like thisone.

Oh, she was beautiful, no question about that: lean and elegant as agreyhound, deek dark hair, a
red-lipped faceto riva anything Eleanor had seen in the newspapers and magazines, and the grace of a
cat. The daughters, Lauralee and Carolyn, were like her in every regard, lacking only the depth of
experiencein Alison's eyes and her ability to keep their facade of graciousnessintact in priveate.

Eleanor only noticed that later. At firgt, they were dl bright smilesand smpers.

Alison and her daughters turned the house upside down within aweek. They wore gowns& mdash;no
ample"dresses’ for them& mdash;like nothing anyone in Broom had seen, except in glimpses of the
country weekends held up at Longacre. They changed two and three times aday, for no other occasion
than amed or awak. They made incessant demands on the maids that those poor country-bred girls



didn't understand, and had them in tears at |east once aday. They made equaly incredible demands on
Cook, who threw up her hands and gave notice after being ordered to produce adinner full of things she
couldn't even pronounce, much lessmake. A new cook, one Mrs. Bennet, and maids, including alady's
maid just for Alison caled Howse, came from London, at length, brought in acharabanc with dl their
boxes and trunks. Money poured out of the house and returned in the form of tea-gowns from London
and enormous hats with e egantly scrolled names on the boxes, ddlicate shoes from Italy, and glovesfrom
France.

And amid al of this upheava and confusion, Papa beamed and beamed on "his eegant fillies' and
seemed to have forgotten Eleanor even existed. There were no tea-gowns from London for Eleanor. . ..

Not that she made any great show against them. She looked likeamaid hersdlf, in her plain dressesand
sensble waking shoes. They didn't have to bully her, not then, when they could smply overawe her and
bewilder her and drown her out with their incessant chattering and tinkling laughter. And when shetried
to get Papaadoneto voice atimid protest, he would just pat her cheek, ask if shewasn't being ajealous
little wench, and advise her that she would get on better if she was more like them!

She might have been ableto rdly hersdf after the first shock& mdash; might have been able to fight back.
Except that al those far-off thingsin the newspapers about assass nations and Bakan uprisings that could
never possibly have anything to do with the British Empire and England and Broom& mdash;suddenly
did.

In August, the world suddenly went mad. In some incomprehensible way, Austria declared war on
Serbia, and Prussiajoined in, and so did Germany, which apparently declared war on everybody. There
were Audtrian and Prussian and German troops overrunning France and England was a war too, rushing
to send men to stop the flood. And though among the country-folk in Broom there was a certain level of
skepticism about dl this "foreign nonsense,” according to the papers, there was a sudden patriotic rush of
volunteers Sgning up to go to Franceto fight.

And Papa, who was certainly old enough to know better, and never mind that he already had been in the
army as ayoung man, volunteered to go with hisregiment. And the next thing she knew, hewasa
sergeant again, and was gone.

Somehow Oxford never materidized. "Y our dear father didn't make any arrangements, child,”
Stepmother said, sounding surprised, her eyesglittering. "But never mind! Thiswill dl be over by
Christmas, and surely you would rather be here to greet him when he comes home, wouldn't you? Y ou
can go to Oxford inthe Hilary term.”

But it wasn't over by Christmas, and somehow Papa didn't manage to make arrangements for the Hilary
term, either. And now here she was, fedling and being treated as astranger, an interloper in her own
house, subtly bullied by glamour and not understanding how it had happened, sent around on errandslike
aservant, scarcely an hour she could cal her own, and at the end of the day, retreating to this cold,
cheerless closet that scarcely had room for her bed and her wardrobe and desk. And Papa never wrote,
and every day the paperswerefull of horrible things covered over with patriotic bombast, and everything
was wrong with the world and she couldn't seeanend to it.

Two more tears burned their way down her cheeks. Her head pounded, shefelt ill and feverish, shewas
exhausted, but somehow too tired to deep.

Today had been the day of the Red Cross bazaar and tea dance. Organized by Stepmother, of
course& mdash; " You have such a genius for such things, Alison!" & mdash;at the behest of the
Colond'swife. Though what that meant was that Eleanor and the maids got the dubious privilege of doing



al of the actual work while Stepmother and "her girls' stood about in their pretty tea-gowns and

accepted congratul ations. Eleanor had been on her feet from dawn until well past teatime, serving cup
after cup of tea, tending any booth whose owner decided she required arest, watching with raw envy as
her stepsisters and other girls her age flirted with the handsome young officers as they danced to the band
Stepmother had hired for the occasion. Dances she didn't know& mdash; dancesto jaunty melodies that
caused raised, but indulgent eyebrows among the village ladies. "Ragtime’ & mdash;that's what they called
it, and perhapsit was more than alittle "fast,” but this was wartime, and beneath the frenetic music was
an unspoken undercurrent that some of these handsome young men wouldn't be coming back, so let them
havetheir fun. . ..

Eleanor had cherished some small hopethat at last someone who knew her would see what Alison was
doing and the tide of public opinion would rise up to save her. Alison, after dl, was the interloper here,
and with her ogtentatious way's and extravagance, she had surely been providing more than alittle fodder
for the village cats. But just when she was handing the vicar's wife, Theresa Hinshaw, a cup of tea, the
woman abruptly shook her head alittle, and findly looked at her, and frowned, and started to say
something in aconcerned tone of voice, out of the corner of her eye she saw Alison raise her head like a
ferret sniffing amouse on the wind, and suddenly there she was at the woman's elbow.

"Mrs. Hinshaw, how are you?' she purred, and steered Eleanor's hope away into alittle knot of other
women.

"| was wondering why we haven't seen Eleanor about,” the vicar's wife began.

"Y es, she used to run wild dl about the village, didn't she, poor thing,” replied Alison, in asweetly
reasonable tone of voice. "A firm hand was certainly wanted there, to be sure. Y ou'd never guessto
look at them both that she's the same age as my Carolyn, would you?”

Eleanor saw Mrs. Hinshaw make a startled glance from the elegant Carolyn, revolving inthearms of a
young subaltern, to Eleanor in her plain frock and apron and ribbon-tied hair, and with asinking heart,
saw herself come off second best.

"No, indeed," murmured Mrs. Sutherland, the doctor's wife.

Alison sighed heavily. "One does one's poor best at establishing discipline, but no child isgoing to care
for atight rein when she's been accustomed to no curb at all. Keep her busy, seemsto be the best
answer. And of course, with dear Charles gone& mdash;"

Thevicar'swife cast alook with more sympeathy init a Eleanor, but her attention was swiftly recaptured
by Lauralee, who smpered, "And poor Mama, not even a proper honeymoon!” which remark utterly
turned thetidein Alison'sfavor.

From thereit was dl downhill, with little hints about Eleanor's supposed "jedlousy” and "sullenness' and
refusal to "act her age''& mdash;dl uttered in atone of weary bravery with soft sighs.

By the time Alison was finished, there wasn't awoman there who would have read her exhaustion and
despair as anything other than sulks and pouting.

The music jangled in her ears and made her head ache, and by the time the car came for Alison and her
daughters ("Dear little Eleanor, so practical to wear things that won't be hurt by a little wet!") and
Eleanor was finished with the cleaning up and could trudge home again, she felt utterly beaten down. Her
aching legs and feet were an agony by the time she reached an unwe coming home and unfriendly
servants. Alison and the girls held high celebration in the parlor, their shrill laughter ringing through the
house as they made fun of the very people they had just been socidizing with.



She got plain bread-and-butter and cooling teafor supper in the kitchen& mdash;not even asingle bite of
the dainty sandwiches that she had served the ladies had she eaten, and of the glorious high teathat the
cook had prepared for Alison and her daughters there was not a scrap to be seen. And by the time she
went up al those stairsto her freezing-cold room, she'd had no strength for anything except hopeless

weeping.

What does she want from me? The question echoed dully in Eleanor's mind, and there seemed no
logical answer. She had no doubt that Alison had married Papafor the money& mdash;for her dl her airs
at the tea, there was nothing in the way that Alison behaved in private that made Eleanor think that her
stepmother found Papa's absence anything other than arelief. But why did she seem to take such
pleasure in tormenting Eleanor?

There didn't seem to be an answer.
Unless she was hoping that Eleanor would be driven to run away from home.

Oh, | would, but how far would | get? If that waswhat Alison was hoping, the very nature of this
area& mdash;and, ironically, the very picture that Alison had painted of her stepdaughter

today! & mdash;would conspire to thwart her. Eleanor wouldn't get more than a mile before someone
would recognize her, and after that carefully constructed fiction of asullen and rebellious child that Alison
had created, that same someone would assume she was running away and make sure she was caught
and brought back!

And if Alison had wanted to berid of her by sending her away, surely she would have done so by now.

el never let me go, shethought bitterly. Not when she can make up lies about me to get more
sympathy. And who believes in wicked stepmothers, anyway?

She must have dozed off alittle, because the faint, far-off sound of the door knocker made her start. At
the sound of voices below, she glanced out the window to see the automobile belonging to Alison's
solicitor, Warrick Locke, standing &t the gate, gleaming wetly in the lamplight. Helooked like something
out of aDickensnove, al wire-rimmed glasses, deek black suitsand deek black hair and too-knowing
face.

Oh. Him again. He seemed to cal at least once aweek since Papa had gone. Not that she cared why
he came. It was odd for him to come so late, but not unheard-of.

Someone uttered an exclamation of anger. It sounded like Alison. Eleanor leaned her forehead againgt
the cold glass again; shefet feverish now, and the glassfelt good againgt her aching head. And anyway,
the window-sesat was more comfortable than the lumpy mattress of her bed.

Her door was thrust open and banged into the foot of the bed. She jerked herself up, and stared at the
door.

Lauraee stood in the doorway with the light behind her. "Mother wants you, Eleanor,” shesaid inan
expressonlessvoice. "Now."

Eleanor cringed, trying to think of what she could have donewrong. "I was just going to bed& mdash;"
she began.

"Now," Lauraee repeated, thistime with force. And then she did something she had never done before,
Shetook two stepsinto the room, seized Eleanor's wrist, and dragged her to her feet. Then, without
another word, she continued to pull Eleanor out the door, down the hal, and down the narrow servants



dair.

The stair came out in the kitchen, which at this hour was empty of servants—but not of people. Alison
wasthere, and Carolyn, and Warrick Locke. The only light in the kitchen was from the fire on the hearth,
and init, the solicitor looked positively satanic. His dark eyes glittered, cold and hard behind the lenses of
his spectacles; hisdark hair was dicked back, showing the pointed widow's peak in the center of his
forehead, and hislong thin face with its high cheekbones betrayed no more emotion than Lauralee's or
Carolyn's. He regarded Eleanor as he might have looked at a black beetle he was about to step on.

But Alison gave her alook full of such hatred that Eleanor quailed beforeit. "1& mdash;" shefdtered.

Alison thrust a piece of yellow paper at her. Shetook it dumbly. She read the words, but they didn't
seem to make any sense. Regret to inform you, Sergeant Charles Robinson perished of wounds
received in combat& mdash;

Papa? What was this about Papa? But he was safe, in Headquarters, tending paperwork& mdash;
She shook her head violently, hdf in denid, haf in bewilderment. "' Papa& mdash;" she began.
But Alison had dready turned her attention away towards her solicitor. "l till say& mdash;”

But Locke shook his head. " She's protected,” he said. "Y ou can't make her deethly ill& mdash;you've
tried today, haven't you? And as| warned you, she's got nothing worse than a bit of a headache. That
provesthat you can't touch her directly with magic, and if she had an& mdash;accident& mdash; so soon,
therewould betak. It isn't the sort of thing that could be covered up.”

"But | can bind her; when | am finished she will never be able to leave the house and grounds,” Alison
snarled, her beautiful face contorted with rage, and before Eleanor could make any sense of the words,
"you can't touch her directly with magic" her sepmother had crossed the room and grabbed her by one
wrigt. "Hold her!" she barked, and in an ingtant, the solicitor was beside her, pinioning Eleanor'sarms.

Eleanor screamed.

That is, she opened her mouth to scream, but quick as aferret, and with an expression of great glee on
her face, Carolyn darted across the room to stuff arag in Eleanor's open mouth and bind it in place with
another.

Terror flooded through her, and she struggled against Locke's grip, as he pulled her over to the hearth,
then kicked her feet out from underneath her so that she fell to the floor beside thefire.

Besde a gap where one of the hearthstones had been rooted up and laid to one side& mdash,

Locke shoved her flat, face-down on the flagstone floor, and held her there with one hand between her
shoulder blades, the other holding her right arm, while Alison made agrab for the left and caught it by the
wrist. Eleanor's head was twisted to the left, so it was Alison she saw& mdash;Alison, with abutcher's
cleaver and aterrible expresson on her face. Alison who held her left hand flat on the floor and raised the
cleaver over her head.

Eleanor began screaming again, through the gag. Shewas literally petrified with fear& mdash;
And the blade came down, severing the smallest finger of her left hand completely.
For amoment she fet nothing& mdash;then the pain struck.



It was like nothing she had ever felt before. She thrashed in agony, but L ocke was knedling on her other
arm, with dl hisweight on her back and she couldn't move.

Blood was everywhere, black in thefirelight, and through ared haze of pain she wondered if Alisonwas
going to let her bleed to death. Alison seized the severed finger, and stood up. Lauralee took her place,
holding ared-hot poker in handsincongruoudy swallowed up in oven-mitts. And amoment later she
shoved that poker against the wound, and the pain that Eleanor had felt up until that moment was as
nothing.

And mercifully, shefainted.

She woke again in the empty kitchen, her hand athrobbing sun of pain.

Likeadumb animal, she followed her ingtincts, which forced her to crawl to the kitchen door, open it on
the darkness outside, on rain that had turned to snow, and plunge her hand into the barrel of rainwater
that stood there, athin skin of ice forming atop it. She gasped at the cold, then wept for the pain, and
kept weeping astheicy-cold water cooled the hurt and numbed it.

How long she stood there, she could not have said. Only that at some point her hand was numb enough
to take out of the water, that she found the strength to look for the medicine chest in the pantry and
bandage it. Then she found the laudanum and drank down arecklesdy large dose, and findly took the
bottle of laudanum with her, sumbling back up the sairsto her room in the eerily sllent house.

There she stayed, wracked with pain and fever, tormented by nightmare, and unable to muster asingle
coherent thought.

Except for one, which had more force for grief than al her own pain.
Papawas dead.

And shewasdone.

March 10, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

THE SCRUB-BRUSH RASPED BACK AND forth against the cold flagstones. Eleanor's knees ached
from kneeling on the hard flagstones. Her shoulders ached too, and the muscles of her neck and lower
back. You would think that after three years of nothing but working like a charwoman, | would



have gotten used to it.

The kitchen door and window stood open to the breeze, airing the empty kitchen out. Outside, it wasa
rare, warm March day, and the air full of tantaizing hints of soring. Tomorrow it might turn nasty again,
but today had been lovely.

Not that Eleanor could get any further than the kitchen garden. But if she could leave her scrubbing, at
least she could go outside, in the sun& mdash;

But Alison had ordered her to scrub, and scrub she must, until Alison cameto give her adifferent order,
or rang the servants bell. And if Alison "forgot,” as on occasion she did, then Eleanor would be
scrubbing until she fainted from exhaustion, and when she woke, she would scrub again. . . .

The nightmare that her life was now had begun on the eighteenth of December, three years, two months,
and ahandful of days ago, when Alison Robinson hacked off thelittle finger of her left hand, and buried it
with spells and incantations beneeth the third hearthstone from the | eft here in the kitchen. Thus, Alison
Robinson, nee Danbridge, had bound Eleanor into what amounted to davery with her black magic.

Magic. . ..
Who would believein such athing?

Eleanor had wondered how Alison could have bewitched her father& mdash;and it had turned out that
"bewitched" was the right word for what had happened. That night and the nights and days that followed
had given her the answer, which only posed more questions. And if she told anyone& mdash;not that she
ever saw anyoneto tell them& mdash;they'd think her mad.

For it was madness, to believe in magic in these days of Zepps and gasworks and machine guns.

Nevertheless, Alison was awitch, or something like one, and Warrick Locke was aman-witch, and
Laurdee and Carolyn were little witch's gpprentices (although they weren't very good at anything except
what Alison caled "sex magic" and Eleanor would have called "vamping"). Alison's secret was safe
enough, and Eleanor was bound to the kitchen hearth of her own home and the orders of her stepmother
by the severed finger of her left hand, buried under a piece of flagstone.

She dipped the brush in the soapy water and moved over to the next stone. Early, fruitlesstriads had
proved that she could not go past the walls of the kitchen garden nor the step of the front door. She
could get that far, and no farther, for her feet would stick to the ground asiif nailed there, and her voice
turn mute in her throat so that she could not call for help. And when Alison gave her an order reinforced
by alittle twiddle of fingersand aburst of sickly yelow light, she might aswell be an automaton, because
her body followed that order until Alison cameto set her free.

When her hand had healed, but while she was il a bit lightheaded and wesk, Alison had made her one
and only appearance in Eleanor's room. Before Eleanor had been able to say anything, she had made
that gesture, and Eleanor had found hersdlf frozen and mute. Alison, smirking with pleasure, explained
the new gituation to her.

Her stepdaughter had not been in the least inclined to take that explanation at face value.

Eleanor sighed and brushed limp strands of hair out of her eyes, Stting back on her heelstorest for a
moment. Under the circumstances, you would have thought that the moment would have been branded
into her memory, but al she could redlly remember was her rage and fear, warring with each other, and
Alison lording it over her. And then aword, and her body, no longer her own, marching down to the



kitchen to become Mrs. Bennett's scullery maid and tweenie.

Perhaps the eeriest and most frightening part of that was that Mrs. Bennett and all the help acted, from
that moment on, asif that was the way things had always been. They seemed to have forgotten her last
name, forgotten who sheredlly was. She became "Ellie" to them, lowest in the household hierarchy, the
oneto whom al the most disagreeable jobs were given.

The next days and weeks and months were swallowed up in anger and despair, in fruitless attemptsto
bresk free, until her spirit was worn down to nothing, the anger adull ache, and the despair something
sherose up with in the morning and lay down with a night.

She even knew why Alison had done this& mdash;not that the knowledge helped her any.

She, and not Alison, was the true owner of The Arrows, the business, and fourteen manufactories that
were making agrest dedl of profit now, turning out sacks for sandbags to make trench-walls, and
barricades, and ramparts along the beaches. . . for in al of her plotting and planning, Alison had made
onetiny mistake. She had bewitched Charles Robinson into marrying her, she had bespdled him into
running off to bekilled at Y pres, but she had forgotten to get him to change hiswill. And not even
Warrick Locke could do anything about that, for the will had been locked up in the safe at the
Robinsons solicitor's office and it was the solicitor, not Alison, who was the executor of the will. There
was no changing it, and only because Eleanor was underage was Alison permitted to act as her guardian
and enjoy dl the benefits of the estate. That waswhy she had been so angry, the night that the death
notice came.

And after Warrick Locke investigated further, that was why she was forced to keep Eleanor dive and
endaved. Becauseif Eleanor died, the property went to some impoverished cousin in the North Country,
and not Alison at dl. Periodicaly, Eleanor was called into the parlor and given paper and pen, and wrote
aletter under Alison's sorcerous dictation to the solicitor, directing him to give Alison money for thisor
that luxury beyond the household alowance. Alison fumed the entire time she was dictating these | etters,
but Eleanor wasfar, far angrier.

There were times when Eleanor wished she could die, just out of spite. . ..

She had eavesdropped on as many conversations as she could, which wasn't as difficult asit sounded,
because Alison and Locke discussed such matters asif she wasn't present even when shewasin the
same room. She knew that her stepmother was something called an "Elemental Master” and that her
power was over earth. What that meant, she had no real notion, but that was probably why Alison had
buried Eleanor's severed finger. She knew that Warrick Locke was an "Elemental Mage," and that his
power was a so over earth, and that he was nothing near as powerful as Alison was. Lauraee and
Carolyn were onerank below Warrick, evidently.

That Alison had far more power even than she had demonstrated against Eleanor was not in doulbt.
Eleanor had overheard plenty in the last three years, more than enough to be sure that the two of them
were up to agreat deal of no good. But of course, they wouldn't care what she heard; even if she could
get out of the house, who would believe her wild tales about magicians?

For that matter, she hardly knew anything of what was going on in the world outsde this

house& mdash;just what she could glean from the occasional newspaper she saw. In the early part of the
war, she had been able to get more information by listening to the servants, but& mdash;well, that was
oneway in which the war had affected her. There had been nine servantsin the Robinson

househol d& mdash;three more than the six that Eleanor and her father had thought sufficient& mdash;at
the time when her father waskilled. A man-of-all-work, agardener, a parlormaid, three house maids, the



cook Mrs. Bennett, and two ladies maids, one (Howse) for Alison herself, one shared by Carolyn and
Lauralee. Now there were two, Eric Whitcomb from the village who had returned from the war with a
scar acrossthe front of his head from some unspecified wound, and rather less than half hiswits, and
who did the gardening, the rough work and heavy hauling, and Alison's maid Howse. All therest of the
work was done by Eleanor. No one outside the house knew this, of course. Alison's status would have
dropped considerably.

The man-of-all work had gonefirst, not so much out of patriotism (for after March of 1915 asthetrue
nature of the daughter in the trenches became known, it became more and more difficult to find
volunteers) than because he had caught wind of conscription in the offing, and at the sametime, was
given the opportunity to join up with aregiment that was going somewhere other than France. "I'm off to
the Suez, lovey," held told the downstairs house maid, Miranda Reed. "I'll bring you back acamd. I'll ill
be FBI, but at least my feet'll be dry."

Miranda had wept steadily for two months, then turned in her noticeto go and trainasaVAD nurse ("1t
can't be more work than this, and I'll surely get more thanks," she'd said tartly on departing]. The next to
go had been the parlormaid, Patricia Sheller, after her brothers were conscripted, leaving no oneto help
at her aged parents London shop, and it wasn't long before Katy Feely, the stepsisters maid, followed,
when the work of the upstairs maid was added to her own load& mdash;she claimed she too was going
tobeaVAD nurse, but it wasn't true. "I've had enough of those cats, Mrs. Bennett," Katy had
whispered to the cook in Eleanor's hearing. "And enough of thisgrubby little village. I'm off! Theré's
hegps of better positionsin London going begging now!"

By then, even married men were being conscripted, and Mrs. Bennett's son had been killed, leaving a
wife and two tiny children with athird baby on the way; Mrs. Bennett turned in her noticeto go and help
carefor them.

The result had been a sea change in how meals were dedlt with in this household. Alison could compe
Eleanor to cook& mdash;but she couldn't compel Eleanor to cook well. And it appeared that no matter
how great Alison's powers were, they weren't enough to put the knowledge of an expert cook into
Eleanor's mind, nor the skill of that cook into her hands. Eleanor hadn't done more than boil an egg and
make toast in her life, and cooking was an undisclosed mystery to her. So for one week, Eleanor [abored
her way through the ingtructionsin the cookery books, but the resulting meas were anything but edible.
After that week, Alison gave up; the White Swan had supplied most of the components of luncheon and
dinner to the household from that time on, while Brown's Bakery provided bread, crumpets, scones,
muffins, cake and piefor afternoon tea.

Therest of the help had followed when Alison proved disinclined to pay for their medlsfrom the pub as
well as hers. Kent Adkins the gardener and Mary Chance the other maid vanished without bothering to
give notice.

Eleanor 4till wasn't more than an adequate plain cook, and she took a certain amount of grim satisfaction
in the fact that no more dishes with fancy French names graced Alison'stable unlessthey came
ready-made out of atin. She could not bake much of anything& mdash;her bread never seemedtorise,
and her pie crust was aways sodden. She could make ordinary soup, most eggy things, toast, tea, and
boil veg. She could make pancakes and fry most thingsthat required frying. Anything that took alot of
practice and preparation came from the Swan or out of hampers from Harrods and Fortnum and Mason,
things that only required heating up before they were presented at table.

There was rationing now& mdash;sugar, according to complaints Eleanor overheard or saw inthe
newspaper, was impossible to get, and the authorities were urging meatless days. There were rumorsin
the newspapers that other things would soon be rationed& mdash;but none of that touched this



household as privation. However it happened, and Eleanor strongly suspected black-marketeering, there
were plenty of good things stocked away in the pantry and the cedllar, including enough sugar to seethem
through another two or three years, and plenty of tinned and potted mests, jams and jellies, honey, tinned
cream, white flour, and other scarce commodities, enough to feed amuch larger household than this one,
Not that Eleanor ever saw any of that on her plate. Rye and barley-bread was her lot, a great many
potatoes roasted in the ashes or boiled and served with nothing but salt and perhaps abit of dripping,
and whatever was left over from the night before put into the ever-cooking soup-pot, sugarlessteamade
with yesterday's leaves, and agreat ded of sugarless porridge. In fact, the only time she tasted sweets
now was when an empty jam jar came her way, and she made alittle syrup from the near-invisible
leavingsto pour over her porridge or into her tea.

She glanced a the light coming in through the door; dmost teatime. This, of course, was Howse's
purview, not hers. There was a spirit-kettle in the parlor; Howse would make the teg, lay out the fancy
tinned biscuits, bread, scones, crumpets, tea-cakes, butter and jam. If toast was wanted, Howse would
makeit over thefirein the parlor. And then Howse would share in the bounty, sitting down with her
employersasif sheweretheir equal. Thus had the war affected even Alison, who, Eleanor suspected,
had learned at least one lesson and would have done more than merely sharing mealsin order to avoid
losing thislast servant. A lady's maid was anecessity to someone like Alison, who would have no more
idea of how to put up her own hair or tend to her wardrobe than how to fly an aeroplane. The laundry
could be sent out, prepared foodstuffs brought in, and Eleanor's strength was adequate to the rest of the
needs of the household, but if Alison and her daughters were to keep up their appearances, and to have a
chance a ascending to the social rank they aspired to, Howse must be kept satisfied. And silent, where
the true state of the household was concerned.

Eleanor sighed, and stared into the flames on the kitchen hearth. There was a patent range here too on
which mogt of the actual cooking was done, with aboiler and geyser in back of it that supplied hot water
for baths and washing, both upstairs and down, but Eleanor liked having an open fire, and wood was the
onething that Alison didn't keep her from using. Since the spell that bound her was somehow tied to the
kitchen hearth, it would have seemed more natural for Eleanor to hate that fireplace, but when shewas al
aonein thekitchen at night, that little fire was her only friend. In the winter, she often dept down here
now, when her room was too cold for dumber, drifting off beside the warmth of that fire, watching the
glowing cods. Now and again, it seemed to her she saw thingsin the flames& mdash;little dancing
cregtures, or solemn eyesthat stared back at her, unblinking. The truth also was that no matter what she
did around the fires, she never got burned. Leaping embers legpt away from her, smoke always went up
the chimney properly, even when the north wind drove smoke down into the parlor or Alison'sroom. No
fire ever burned out for her, and even that ever-cooking soup-pot never scorched. Her fare might be
scant and poor, but it was never burned. Which could not dways be said of Alison'sfood, particularly
not when she or Howse undertook to prepare or warm it themsalves, at the parlor hearth . . . and though
Eleanor kept her thoughtsto herself, she could not help but be glad when hard, dry, inedible food and
burned crusts came back on the plates to the kitchen.

Sometimes Eleanor wondered why her stepmother hadn't smply done to Howse what she had doneto
Eleanor and turn her into adave, but even after three years, she didn't know agreat deal more about
magic than she'd learned on that December night. Alison clearly used it, but she had never again
performed aspell or rite where Eleanor could see her. Perhaps the reason was no more complicated than
that while crude, unskilled work could be compelled, skilled work required cooperation. . . .

And even as she thought that, Eleanor realized with a start that she had been sitting on her hedls, idle,
garing into the flames on the hearth, for a least fifteen minutes.

The thought hit her with the force of ahammer blow. Could Alison's magic be losing its strength?



With amingling of hope and fear, and quietly, so asnot to draw any attention to herself, Eleanor climbed
carefully to her feet and tiptoed to the kitchen door. The high stone wall around the garden prevented her
from seeing anything but the roofs of the other buildings around her and the tops of the trees. Therewasa
wood-pigeon in the big oak on the other side of the east wall, and the cooing mingled with the sharp
metdlic cries of thejackdaws. She stood quietly in the late afternoon sunshine, closing her eyes and
letting it bathe her face.

Then she stepped right outside onto the path between the raised herb beds, and had to bite her lower lip
and clasp her handstightly together to avoid shouting in glee. She was outside. She was not scrubhbing
the floor& mdash;

But as shemade atrid of approaching the garden gate, she found, with a surge of disappointment, that
she could not get nearer than five feet to true freedom. The closer she got to the big blue wooden gate,
the harder it wasto walk, asif theair itself had turned solid and she could not push her way throughit.
This phenomena was not new& mdash; unless Alison was there and "permitted” her to gpproach the gate,
the same thing had aways happened before.

Stll, to be able to bresk free from the spell at all was atriumph, and Eleanor was not going to alow
disappointment to ruin her smal victory. And after aquick, breathless, skipping run around the dormant
garden, she was not going to alow discovery to take that victory from her, either. She went back to her
scrubbing. Except that she wasn't scrubbing at al. She was Sitting on her heels where she could quickly
resume the task when she heard footsteps and smply enjoying the breething space.

The sound of high-pitched voicesin the parlor told her that the ladies were having their tea. Just outside
the door, starlings had returned to the garden and were singing with dl their might. The kitchen was very
quiet now, only thefire on the hearth crackling while the stove heated for dinner. Alison's maniafor
forcing her to clean meant that the kitchen was spotless, from the shining copper pots hanging on the
spotlesswhite plaster wallsto the flagstone floor, to the heavy black beams of the celling overhead. It
looked very pretty, likeamode kitchen on show. But of course, no onelooking at amodel kitchen ever
thought about the amount of work it took to make akitchen look like that.

She sared into the fire, and thought, carefully. If this glimpse of limited freedom wasn't somefluke, if
incomprehensible fate had at last elected to smile on her& mdash;well, her life was about to undergo a
profound change for the better.

Her somach growled, and she smiled grimly. Y es, there would be changes, starting with her diet.
Because one of the thingsthat the spell on her did wasthat it prevented her from going into the pantry
late at night to steal food.

In many households, the food was kept under lock and key, but Eleanor's father had never seen the need
for that. Hefdt that if the servants needed to eet, they should fed freeto help themsalves.

Alison hadn't felt that way, but the pantry still had no lock on it, and while Mrs. Bennett had lived her, it
hadn't needed one. The cook had kept a strict accounting of foodstuffs, but that wasn't why there was no
pilferage. Mrs. Bennett had kept everyone so well fed that none of the other servants had seen the need
to raid the Stores.

With Mrs. Bennett gone, however, Alison had changed the spell that bound Eleanor to keep her from the
stores. Howse, of course, never appeared in the kitchen, and wasn't going short either, since she shared
Alison'smedls.

But Eleanor had heard al the servants gossip, before they'd given notice, and she knew al thetricksfor
steding food now that she hadn't known back before Alison came. So if she had even one chance at the



pantry& mdash;well, she knew how and what to purloin so that even if Alison ingpected, it would not be
apparent that anyone had been into the stores.

What athought! No more going to bed hungry& mdash;or feeling sick from eating food that had "gone
off" and been rgected by Alison because that was all that there was for her to eat. Or at least, there
would be none of that if she could bend the spell enough to get into the pantry at least once.

And suddenly, with agreat leap of her heart, she realized that within afew days or aweek at mogt, she
would have the house to herself, as she dways did in spring and fall. The annua pilgrimage to London
was coming, when Alison and her daughters went to obtain their spring and summer wardrobes. Always
before this, she had found hersdlf restricted to the kitchen and her own room entirely for those few days.
But perhaps this spring& mdash;

The sound of fashionable shoeswith high hegls clicking on hard stone broke into her reverie, and she
quickly bent to her scrubbing. When Alison appeared in the doorway, striking alanguid pose, Eleanor
looked up, stony-faced, but did not stop her scrubbing. But she was much more conscious of the fireon
the hearth than usual, and to keep her face dill, she concentrated on it. The warmth

felt& mdash;supportive. Asif there was afriend here in the room with her. She concentrated on that.

Alison wore alovely purple velvet tea-gown with ornaments of acobwebby gray lace, with deeves
caught into cuffs at thewrist. Asusud, her every dark hair wasin place& mdash;and therewas atiny
smile on her agelessface. She made atiny gesture towards her stepdaughter, and Eleanor fought to keep
her expression unchanging, as she saw, more clearly than she ever had before, alance of muddy yellow
light shoot from thetip of that finger towards her, and briefly illuminate her.

But she also saw, with asense of shock, something entirely new. Asthat light struck her, there appeared
akind of cage of twisted and tangled, darkly glowing cordsthat pent her in. The cords absorbed the
light, writhed into anew configuration, then faded away, and Eleanor sat up straighter, just as she would
have if she had felt the compulsion to scrub ebbing.

"That'senough, Ellie," Alison said. "The laundry's been | eft at the tradesman's entrance. Go get it and put
the linens away, then leave the rest for Howse."

"Yes, mdam," Eleanor said, casting her eyes down, and thinking, wishing with al her might, Tell me
you're going to London! Go to London! Say for a long time, a fortnight, or morel Go to London!

And shebit her lip again to stifle theimpulse to giggle, when Alison added thoughtfully, "I believe well be
going on our London trip in two days, if the westher hold fine. Y ou'll be agood girl while we're gone,
and do dl your work, won't you, Ellie."

"Yes, maam,” shereplied, getting to her feet, dowly, and brushing off her apron, using both actionsasan
excuse to keep her head down.

"Go tend the laundry.” And once again, out of the corner of her eye, she saw alance of grayish yelow
light strike that tangle of "cords' and make it visible for amoment, saw the cords writhe into anew
configuration. But thistime shefdt something, the faint ghost of the sort of compulsion she usudly
experienced, driving her towards the hall and the tradesmen's entrance. She dlowed it to direct her,
because the lagt thing she wanted was for Alison to guessthat her magic was no longer controlling her
stepdaughter completely.

Asshefolded and put away the linens, though, she wondered& mdash; what had happened? And why
now?



I'd better take advantage of it while | have the chance, she decided, findly. Who knows how long
thisrespite will last?

The usud chores occupied her until dinner, more floor-scrubbing, bath-drawing, tidying and dusting and
dishwashing, while Howse tended to her own duties, and Alison and her daughters went out to pay cals
or do their "work." It wasn't what Eleanor would have called work& mdash;sitting in meetings debating
over what sort of parcels should be sent to "our boysin the trenches," or paying visitsto the recovering
wounded officersin the hospitd to "help" them by writing | etters for them or reading to them. Alison and
her daughters did not deign to "help" mere unranked soldiers.

Eleanor heard them return and go upstairs to change for dinner. That was when she prepared what she
was able to cook, then laid the table and waited in the kitchen until summoned by the bell. Then she
served the four courses to the four dinersin the candlelit dining room with afresh, white gpron over her
plain dress. It was ham tonight, from the Swan, preceded by a delicate consomme from atin, a beetroot
sdad, and ending with afine tart from the Browns bakery. Though thiswas one of the more difficult
times of the day, as she served food she was not alowed to touch and watched the girls deliberately spoil
what they |eft on their plates with datherings of salt and pepper so that she could not even salvageit for
hersdlf, tonight she comforted hersalf with the knowledge that her dinner was not going to be as meager
asit had been for far too long& mdash;

While Alison and the girlswere lingering over their tart, she went upstairs and turned down the beds,
picked up the scattered garments that they had |eft on the floor and laid them ready for Howse to put
away. She swept out the rooms for the last time today, then went back down to the kitchen to wait for
them to leave the table. When she heard them going back up to their roomsfor the evening, she went into
the dining room again to clear the table and return the ham and afew other itemsto the pantry. But she
smiled as she did s0, because once she had closed the pantry door, she made alittle test of opening the
door again& mdash;and found that she could.

Hal

It was her turn to linger now, and she did so over the dishes, over cleaning the kitchen, until she heard all
four sets of hedls going up the sairsto their rooms. Then she waited, saring into thefire, until the house
quieted. Oddly, tonight there seemed to be more than a suggestion of crestures dancing in the

flames& mdash;once or twice she blinked and shook her head, sure she had aso seen eyeswhere no
eyes could be.

And then she stole to the pantry, and opened it again. There was afaint fedling of resistance, but nothing
more. And the culinary Aladdin's cave was open to her plundering.

Now, she knew this house as no one else did, and she knew where dl of the hiding placesin it were.
One, in particular, was secure to herself done. There was a hidden hatch under the servants stair that for
some reason her father had never shown Alison. Perhapsit was because Eleanor had been the oneto
discover it, and asachild had used it to store her secret treasures, and sometimes even hid in it when she
had been frightened by storms. The hatch disclosed a set of narrow stone stairsthat led down into atiny
stone cdllar that he thought was a priest's hole, perhaps because of the little wooden crucifix, about the
szetofit ontheend of arosary, they had found on the floor of the place. Eleanor had dways thought it
was a place where Roydist spies had hidden; perhapsit had served both functions.

Here Eleanor kept those few things she didn't want to fal into Alison's hands, such as most of the books
that she had been using to study for the Oxford entrance examinations, other volumes she managed to
purloinin the course of cleaning, and her mother'sjewdry. Alison and her daughters didn't know about
the jewelry, and never missed the books, which didn't much surprise Eleanor, asthey seemed singularly



uninterested in reading. Now the place was going to serve another purpose, as the repository for her
stolen bounty of food, in case Alison managed to strengthen her magic, and there was not another chance
forawnhile

For the next hour or so she went back and forth between the pantry and the closet, never carrying much
at atime, so that if she heard Alison or the girls coming, she could hide what she had. Jam, jelly, and
marmalade, two bags of caster-sugar, some tinned meats and bacon, tinned cream and condensed milk,
and many more imperishable things went into that cdllar that night. She was very careful not to take the
last of anything, and in fact to take nothing that was not present in abundance, removing items from the
back of the shelf rather than the front. By the time she was finished, she had asmdl wed th of foodstuffs
hidden away that made her giddy with pleasure.

Then she cut hersdlf agenerous dice of ham and a piece of buttered white bread to go with her soup, cut
alittle dice of thetart, and added milk and sugar to teamade with fresh leaves. And she had thefirst
filling medl she had gotten since Mrs. Bennett left. Shefelt so good, and so deepy with content, in fact,
that she didn't bother to go up to her own room. Instead, she cleaned up every last trace of her illicit
mesdl, and pulled the pallet she used in cold westher out of its cupboard, spreading it out in front of the
fire

And as shefdl adeep, she amiled to think she saw deepy eyes blinking with contented satisfaction back
at her from the coals.

March 10, 1917
First London General Hospital

AT THISTIME OF DAY, theward wasfull of people; relatives hovering over their

boys& mdash;though some of the boys were amost old enough to be Reggies father, had Devlin Fenyx
gill been dive. Reggie wasin the officer'swards, which meant that he had the luxury of being in the
hospita building, and not outside in atent as the enlisted men were. He usualy didn't have any visitors,
since hismother was afraid to travel done and to her, "with aservant” quaified as"done." Today,
however, was different. Two of the men from 11 Squadron were on leave and had cometo visit.

"Dashed handsome young fillies they've got hovering about you, Reg," said Lt. Steven Stewart, envioudy.
Oneof the "handsome young fillies'& mdash;aVAD cdled vy Grove& mdash;clearly overheard him. She
blushed, bit her lip, and hurried off. Smal wonder; dmost any pilot got the hero-trestment from the
women, and Steven was an inferndly handsome fellow, who still hadn't shaken the " Oxford manner.”

Reginad Fenyx could not have cared what the VAD nurses& mdash;or any others& mdash;looked like,
All he cared about was that they were there, they talked to him, kept hismind on other things during the
day& mdash;that they noticed when he was about to "go off," and came over on any pretext to keep the
shakes away. Because when they were gone& mdash;



Tommy Arnolds, Reggie's flight mechanic and awizard with the Britol aircraft, wasn't nearly as subtle as
Steven was,; he stared after Ivy'strim figure with raw longing. He was a short, bandy-legged bloke, but
what he could do with a plane was enough to make the pilot lucky enough to get him weep with joy when
he took a bird that had been in Tommy's hands up. "Blimey,” Tommy said contemplatively. "Wish they'd
send atrim bit like that over, 'stead of those old 'orses& mdash;”

"They do send the trim bits over, Tommy," Steven said, fingering histrim moustache with alaugh. "But
the old horses keep them out of your way. Y our reputation precedes you, old man!"

Reggie managed area smile, as Tommy preened alittle, but his heart wasnt init. They'd generoudy
spent five hours of leave time here with him, but there was alimit to their generogsty.

"And speaking of trim bits& mdash;" Steven tweaked the hem of hisaready perfect tunic. Steven, like
Reggie, did not have to rely on the fifty-pound uniform dlowancefor his outfitting, and like Reggie had
been before the crash, he was never less than impeccably turned out. "If Tommy and | are going to find
ourselvesahit of company on thisleave, weld better push off. Can't have the PBIs showing up the Flying
Corps, what?"

"Thanksfor turning up, felows," Reggie said, fervently. "Give my best to the rest of thelads. But not too
soon.”

"Y ou can bet on that!" Steven laughed, and he and Tommy sketched sal utes and sauntered out of the
ward, winking at vy, the VAD girl, asthey passed her, making her blush furioudly.

Reggielay back againg his pillows, feding exhausted by the effort to keep up the charade that he was
perfectly dl right, asde from being knocked about a bit. It was grand seeing the fellows, but& mdash;it
was easier when people he knew weren't here and he didn't have to pretend. He had more in common
with the lad in the next bed over, amere second lieutenant by the name of William Wegt, for dl that West
was FBI and Reggie was& mdash; had been& mdash;a pilot, acaptain, and an ace & that. All the
shellshock victimswerein thisend of the ward, together. Sometimes Reggie thought, cynicdly, it was o
that thelr screaming in nightmares and their shaking fits by day wouldn't bother anyone else.

There weren't many shellshock casesin the Roya Flying Corps, anyway. The pilots and their support
crew were well behind the lines, out of reach of the guns and the gas. That wasthelot of the

FBI& mdash;the " Poor Bloody Infantry,” upon whaose linesin the trenches the pilotslooked down in
remote pity, chattering and clattering through the sky.

Or we do just before Archie gets us, or the Huns shoot us down& mdash; Reggie amended, and then
thefirgt Sght of that azure-winged Fokker interposed itself between him and the ward, and the shaking
began& mdash;

He clawed at hisbedside table for aglass of water, the paper the lads had brought him, anything to
digtract himself. But then, before he could go into afull-blown attack, something atogether out of the
ordinary distracted him. Because, coming towards him down the aid e between the beds, accompanied
by hisusud medico, Dr. Walter Boyes, was another doctor, but thistime it was someone he recognized.

"Captain Fenyx&mdash;" Boyes began, quietly, so as not to disturb West, who had subsided into a
morphine-asssted deep,"& mdash;| believe you aready know my colleague.”

"I should say s0!" he exclaimed, Sitting up straight. He had never been so pathetically glad to see anyone
inhislife. "Doctor Scott! Mayal | had no ideayou were on the military wards!"

"I'm not,” the handsome, dark-haired, dark-eyed woman said, with asmile. Her exotic beauty was more



than enough to make even the stark white hospital coat and severe black skirt ook out-of-the-ordinary.
"Good heavens, Reggie, can you see the War Department unbending enough for that? Now, if | were
unmarried and prepared to volunteer for Malta, they would take me, and they might even dlow meto
practicein Belgium or France, but here? Oh, they would accept measaVAD aide, of course. But
because I'm married, they won't take me any other way. Heaven forfend that Peter might haveto
supervise the household oncein awhile.”

"Well& mdash;when you put it that way& mdash;" He shrugged. The War Department was full of idiots,
everyone knew that. Unfortunately, they weretheidiotsin charge. Maya Scott and her fellow femae
doctors, few though they were, would have made a big difference to the wounded. And if they were
worried about the morals of the patients being corrupted, or even those of the other military doctors,
wouldn't amarried doctor be"safer” rather than more dangerous? "But why are you here, then? Surdly
not just for me?'

"Entirdy just for you; I've been sent by ahigher power.” A little smile curved her lips, suggesting thet this
wasajoke. "Wadter isafriend of mine; heworked in our charity clinics beforethewar," she continued. "
didn't know you were here until Lady Virginiagot hold of me two days ago; she gave me your doctor's
name, and that was when | went hunting for him and you.”

Ah, that explained "higher power." His godmother was aforce of nature.

"I would have been here sooner, but until | got hold of Walter, | wouldn't have been alowed near you." It
was her turn to shrug. "'I'm afemale, not your relative, your fiancée, nor anurse, you see. Never mind
that I'm adoctor; evidently it is expected that you would immediately corrupt my morals, or | yours.
Fortunately, Wdter has made dl smooth. He isdlowed to bring in anyone he likes as a consulting
physician, solong as | don't expect to be paid.”

In the course of that exchange, Reggie and Maya communicated something more, wordlesdly. A lift of an
eyebrow on Reggi€'s part towards Dr. Boyes& mdash; does he know? Thetiniest shake of the head from
Maya, confirming hisinitial impresson& mdash;no. So, Doctor Walter was neither an Elemental Mage
himsdlf, nor was he among the few who were not Mages that nevertheless knew of the existence of
Mages and magic.

Doctor Maya, however, was an Elemental Mage. In fact, she was an Earth Magter.
"Walter, can the patient leave hisbed?' she asked in the next moment. "I'd like to talk to him privately."

"I don't want him to put weight on that leg yet, but yes," Doctor Walter replied, and sent the VAD girl for
awhed chair. Then he added, in a hushed voice Reggie was sure he was not meant to overhear, "If you
can get something out of him about his experience& mdash;"

"That'swhat I'm herefor,” Mayasaid soothingly. "I haven't seen agreat many shellshock cases mysdif,
but I've gotten some. Nurses are coming back to usin sad condition, particularly the oneswho've been
on transports that were torpedoed, or shelled while working near the lines or riding with the ambulances.
Hisgrandmother and Lady VirginiaDeMarce, his godmother, thought he might be more willing to
unburden himself to someone he knows."

Reggie amost laughed with pent-up hysteria. Someone he knew! Good God, if that was all it wadl If
they only knew, al those medicos& mdash; if they only knew!

But the chair arrived, and he levered himsdlf into it, wanting nothing more than to be out of thisward,
quickly, where he could findly talk to someone who would at least under stand. Because he was not
"jugt" avictim of shellshock. Oh no. That was only the smalest of hisproblems. . . .



It was an unseasonably warm day, he discovered, as Mayawhedled him briskly and efficiently out into
the hospital garden. That was ardlief, for she was able to find alittle alcove where they could be quite
private, and park him with his"back to awall. He blessed her exquisite sensitivity, but she was an Earth
Magter, after all, and aHeder to boot, and sengitivity came with that description.

"Well, Reggie," she said, the moment she settled down across from him, with their knees practicaly
touching. Shetook out abit of paper from her pocket and consulted it. "I'm going to make thiseasier
and more difficult for you. | have been studying Doctors Freud and Jung's works, and as you heard, |
have aready seen severd normal cases of shellshock. | did my studying of your case before | arrived, so
let metdl you quickly what | know, then welll get towhat | don't know. | know you were shot down,
your observer was killed& mdash;" she looked at the paper in her hand & mdash;Erik Kittlesen, wasn't
it?"

He nodded, numbly, both desperatdly grateful that he wasn't actudly having to tdl dl thishimsdlf, and
gppalingly afraid of what he was going to have to say when she started asking questions.

"Y ou came down close to the Hun side in No-Man's Land. Some of the Huns came to get you out of the
wreckage, and abarrage hit, killing everyone but you. Then one of our parties got you out, dragged you
to abunker, and another barrage hit, burying you in the bunker for two days until another rescue party
dug you out. Isthat the long and the short of it?

He nodded. His mouth felt horrible dry, and when helicked hislips, he fancied he could till taste that
horrible substance that passed for air in the trenches and the bunkers& mdash;a fetid murk tainted with
the smdll of past gas attacks, and thick with the stench of death, of blood and rotting flesh, rats and foul
water.

"Now comesthe hard part,” she said, and reached over to take his unresisting hand. "Now | ask you
questions. And Reggie, you must answer them. | can't help you if you don't, or won't.”

Once again, he nodded, feding histhroat closing up with panic, and the sting of helplesstears behind his
eydids.

"Why did you get shot down?' she asked implacably. "Y ou are an Air Magter, one of themost skilled |
know. We both know it wasn't luck that was keeping you in the sky, particularly not given the horrid
old rattletraps you were often given. So what happened?”

"I went up," he croaked. "And& mdash;Maya, thisis a damned wretched thing to say, but& mdash;| ook,
the only way | was ever able to face what | was doing wasto never, ever think about the Hun as anything
other than atarget." He made a sound like alaugh. "Actudly, | was Erik'sonly chanceto go up at dl,
which waswhy | wasin atwo-seater instead of flying solo as usud. Everyone knew that even though
Erik crashed more birds than he flew, anything he aimed at, he hit& mdash;he even took down a Hun with
ahalf-brick, once! Hed crashed his plane as usua; the only things available were my usua bird, which
was having awonky engine anyway, and the two-seater. They knew if he wasin the observer's sedt, |
could concentrate on flying the bird and he could concentrate on what he was good at. But if it hadn't
been for me, he wouldn't even have been up there that day."

Mayanodded. "I see why you fedl doubly respongble.” Pilots were not in such plentiful supply that
Erik would not have been up on his own. He knew that; he'd been told that too many times. She didn't
say it, because she must have known that he'd been told it and didn't believe it, and he was grateful that
shedidn't say it aloud again because she understood it wouldn't help. There were agreat many thingsin
thiswar that people understood, but didn't say aloud. It was probably the only way most people kept
from going med.



But of course, I'malready mad . . . or getting there. . . .

"But why were you shot down?' she persisted, asif she knew that thiswas where the first crack had
appeared in hisarmor. Maybe she did.

"Because& mdash;" he swallowed. "Because thistime, when | went up, there was someone I'd never
seen before up there to stop me. Bright blue Fokker. Maya, he was one of us. Hewas an Air Master
too. And& mdash;" he shook hisheed, "and | felt something. From him. Not histhoughts, more like what
he was feding. He was& mdash;he was in mourning.”" He closed hiseyesfor amoment, to fight down his
own tears. Words were totally inadequate to what he had felt in that single moment. Mourning? It was
deeper than mourning. It had been sdlf-revulsion, hatred for what the man had been doing, and aterrible,
terrible sense of loss.

The Hun hadn't only been mourning what he had to do& mdash;he was in mourning for the loss of
everything he cared for. "He was& mdash;" Reggie groped for words, "flying with sorrow, the deepest,
blackest sorrow | ever fet in my life. And it was because by doing his duty, which was the honorable
thing to do, he was being forced to kill us, who should have been his comrades. Because his beautiful
blue heavens werefilled with arain of blood, and his beautiful blue wings belonged to the Angd of Deseth.
He knew hewould never, for however long he lived, fly in skiesfree of blood. Hisworld was shattered,
and hed never redly fed hgppinessagain.”

Mayas fingerstightened on his. "Vishnu preserve us," shereplied, her voice full of the shocked
understanding he had hoped to hear.

"|& mdash;couldn't shoot him. He couldn't help but shoot me. 1& mdash;" he shook hishead. "I didn't
evade. He got Erik firgt, then my tank, and then my engine. He got Erik, and | felt him die, and it was my
fault& mdash; my fault& mdash;"

Once again her fingerstightened on his, but she did not say, as so many fools had, that it wasn't hisfault.
"You made amistake,” she said instead. "At some point, Reggie, you have to stop paying for it, and
forgive yoursdlf. But only you can decide how much payment is enough.”" Then her voice strengthened.

"Y ou were shot down. Y our collarbone and your knee were both shattered, your ribs were cracked, and
| think only your Mastery saved you from worse. Then the Huns came to get you out before your plane
went up in flames. Something happened then, too, didn't it?'

"A Hun cameto get me out,” Reggie corrected. "A young fellow came pelting out regardless& mdash;|
suppose our boys must have seen what he was doing, because they held their fire. He came pelting o,
into No-Man's Land, over the wire, and hauled me out while the bird was burning. And he went back for
Erik, and& mdash;" he swallowed "that was when the shell hit. Y oung fellow, he couldn't have been
sxteen. Maybe less." Hefdt histhroat closing again at the thought of that earnest young face,  the
young voicetha told him "Stille, stille, bitte. Ja, dasist gut, stille." "The boysthat came after me
found some bits of histhings, aletter from home, apicture of his mother. His name was Wilhem, that's
Hun for William, like West in the next bed over from mein theward. FBI, like young Willie, too.
Wilhem Katzdl. That's two fellowsthat died because of me, in lessthan five minutes.”

She nodded, but said nothing for amoment. "I think," shefindly said, "When thisis over& mdash;you
should tell his mother how brave he was."

That was not what he was expecting to hear. "How will that help?' he asked angrily.

"I don't know," shereplied, not reacting to hisanger at dl. "But | do know that it won't hurt. 1t will let her
know he hadn't lost his decency or his honor in thisvile daughter, and that's something for her to hold
onto. Thiswar has made beasts of so many& mdash;perhapsit will comfort her to know that her Wilhelm



was gill aman.”

It was not the answer he had been expecting, and he flushed alittle. But she wasright. She wasvery
right.

But of course, the worst was yet to come.

"That isn't where thered trouble lies, though, isit?" she continued. "Oh, it's horrible, and you are
burdened terribly with guilt, but that isn't the worst." She tugged alittle on his hand, forcing him to look
up, into her eyes. "The worst came when you were safe, didn't it? In the bunker. Buried dive.”

He dmog jerked hishand out of hers, and began to shake uncontrollably. "How did you& mdash;”

"Reggie, I'm an Earth Master. The ground in France and Belgium is saturated with blood,” she said,
with athin veneer of calm over her words. "I know what that attracts. There are monstersin the earth of
France, Reggie, and they arefattening and thriving on that daughter& mdash;and when that shdl hit that
bunker, they had atidbit of the sort they could only crave and dream about in their power. Air and Earth
are natura enemies, and they had you in their territory, in their grasp, to do with what they wanted.” His
vigon began to film over as panic rosein his chest; he clutched her hands, as though clutching alifdine, as
she put into words what he could not. "They had you, Reggie, their greatest enemy, aMagter of Air and
aMadter of the Light, helpless, on their ground.” He couldn't see, now, asall the memories came
flooding back. He heard his breath rasping in histhroat, his heart pounding, and could not move for the
fear. Dimly, through theroaring in his ears, he heard her ask the question he did not want to answer.

"What did they do to you, Reggie? What did they do?'

Maya Scott sat with her husband in aplace in the Exeter Club where& mdash;before her marriage to
Peter Scott& mdash;no woman had ever been before. It was alovely day outside, ill; the windows

stood wide open to the warm air, and the sun streamed down onto old Persian rugs, caressed brown
leather upholstery, and touched the contents of brandy bottles with gold.

"So," said the Lord Alderscroft, often called the Old Lion& mdash;older now than when she had first met
him, and aged by more than years. "Y ou've seen the boy."

She nodded.

Lord Alderscroft sat like the King on histhrone, in hiswingback chair in hisown stting roomin his
private suite on the top floor of the Exeter Club, and raised a heavy eyebrow at Maya. "Y our report,
please, Doctor Scott?"

Mayanever sat here without feeling a distant sense of triumph. It had been her doing that had broken
down the last three barriers of the White Lodge housed here in the Exeter Club& mdash;of gender,
lineage, and race. Shewould have failed the Edwardian tests on dl three counts; female, common, and of
mixed Indian and British blood. But King Edward was gone, and King George was on the throne, and
after the defeat of her aunt, there was not aman on the Council who felt capable of objecting to her
presence. And truth to tell, they needed her. They had needed her before the war. Shewasone of a
handful of Earth Masters who could bear to live and work in the heart of agrest city.

Now they needed her& mdash;and the other women they had admitted to the White L odge& mdash;more
than ever. Thewar had been no easier on the ranks of the Elementa Masters than it was on the common



maen.

Today, however, triumph was not even in the agenda. "He'sin wretched shape, my lord,” she said
dowly. "It isnot helping that so many physicians and most officers, dl of whom should know better, are
convinced that shellshock isjust another name for malingering. Even as he, himsdf, acknowledgesthat he
isnot well, there is the subconscious conviction that if he only had an ounce more willpower, he would
get over it and back to the fight. | cantell him differently until | turn asblue as Rama; until he bdlievesitin
his heart, he will continue to berate himsdalf even as he suffers.”

Lord Alderscroft& mdash;who, not that long ago, would have agreed with those physiciansand

officers& mdash;sighed heavily. He knew better now. All Elemental Masters knew better; the war was
hellish, but it was worse on the minds and nerves of Elemental Masters. The truth was, most of the
Magtersthat had gone into the trenches, if they survived the sensdess, mindless way in which the War
Department threw away their lives, were there for less than six months before their minds broke. "So he
isin nofit gate, as Doctor Boyes reports, with aripe case of shell-shock aswell as physical injuries. And
asif that were not enough, then there iswhat he faced, in the earth.”

She shook her head, and swallowed, as her husband closed his hand over hers. She had closed hersdlf
off asmuch as she had dared, but as aHeder and a physician, she had needed to know something of
what he had experienced.

She had been ready for it, and of course, it had come at second hand, but it had been too horrific for
anyoneto redly understand without sharing it.

She gave Peter afaint smile of thanks. "Y ou do not wish to know the details, my lord. Horrors. That is
enough, | think. Theinimica forces of dl four Elements can terrify, but | think that those of Earth are most
particularly apt at destroying the mind with fear. They swarmed him and tormented him from the moment
the earth was shattered around him to the moment that the rescue party broke through and got him out.
The records say he was more dead than alive. | am not at al surprised. What | am surprised at isthat he
hasamind left at al, much lessarationa one."

"Well," Alderscroft rumbled, hisface creased and re-creased with lines of care, "We humans have taught
them about torment and horror dl too well, have we not?' He sighed again.

"Do not lay too much upon the shoulders of mere mortals, my lord,” Mayareplied, grimly. "Recal that it
isHeding that isin the Gift of the Earth Mages and Elementas. The converseisharm, and it is naturaly
true of the dark side of that Element.” She thought with pity of the poor fellow, who shelast recalled
seeing as abright young Oxford scholar, utterly shattered and weeping his heart out, bent over her knees.
It was a state she had wanted to bring him to& mdash;for without that initid purging, he could not even
begin to heal & mdash;but it had been painful for her to do so, and only the fact that she had done it
before, to others, even made it possiblefor her to carry it through. But she was a surgeon, and surgeons
became hardened to necessity after atime. Y ou could not cleanse awound without releasing the
infection. Y ou could not heal the mind without |etting some of the pressure off. "The larger consequence
for us, my lord, isthat he has cut himsdlf off from any use of his powers.

Lord Alderscroft closed hiseyes. "I feared as much. And we cannot afford that. Too many of usare

gone& mdash;"

"Nevertheless, he has closed off hismind to his power,” shereplied. "And it isof no usetrying to get him
to open it now. Hetellsme that the things that attacked him destroyed his Gifts, and he believesit with
every iotaof hisbeing."

"And that isn't true?' A second figure stepped away from the shadows beside the fireplace; another



nobleman, Peter Almdey, lean and blond, nervoudy highbred, and the Scotts best friend. Hewasina
uniform, but he was on some sort of specia duty with the War Department that kept him off the Front.
She suspected that specia duty was coordinating the magica defense of the redlm. Certainly Alderscroft
wasn't young enough anymore to do so.

She closed her eyesfor amoment. Even if Fenyx never flew again, he could be put to doing what
Almdey was doing& mdash;with more effectiveness. The Air Elementas actudly controlled winds and
weather to some extent, and if an Air Master could seeto the physical defenses of the country& mdash;

She did not shudder, she had endured worse than bombardment by Zepps and Hun aeroplanes,

but& mdash;it was hard, hard, to hear the drone of those motorsin the sky, in the dark, and ook up
helplesdy at the celling and wait for the first explosions and wonder if you were Sitting on the target, or if
you would be able to scramble away to somewhere safer when you knew where the bombs were faling.
And if thelatter& mdash;who, of your friends, was Stting on the target. If Reggie could be

persuaded& mdash,

She shook her head. "There is nothing wrong at dl with his Gifts," she said, decidedly. "But | think that, in
those dreadful two days underground, he understood ingtinctively that his very power was what attracted
the Earth crestures to him, and that if he closed that power off, they would cease to torment him. At
some level degper than thought& mdash; Doctor Freud would have called it the id& mdash;in the most
basic of hisingtincts, he waled that part of himsalf avay. And now hetruly does not believeit exists
anymore.”

"S0o you can get him back& mdash;" Alderscroft began, eagerly, looking optimigtic for thefirst timethis
interview began.

But she shook her head emphaticaly. "Not |. Thisistoo complicated a case for me. Doctor Andrew
Pikein Devon isthe man you need& mdash;"

But AImdey groaned. "Not a chance of alook-in there, Maya. Not now, not ever. It'sonethingto
unburden hisweary soul to you, my heart& mdash;but if you cal in the good Doctor Pike, or worse, send
the boy to him, our Reggie will have to admit that he's gone balmy, and that he can never do.”

Mayalooked from Almdey to Alderscroft and back again, and felt like stamping her feet with frustration
at what she read there. Men! Why did they have to be so stubborn about such things?

"Maya, think," her husband said, quietly. "If he'ssick with guilt over the ideathat he's malingering, what
do you think the mere sight of Andrew Pike at his bedside do to hisfedings about himsdlf?"

Defeated, she could only shake her head.

"Going 'round the bend isjust not the done thing, my heart,” Almdey said sadly. "It'swhat your dotty
Uncle Algernon does, not an officer and a gentleman. Andrew could probably have him right and tight in
months, but that doesn't matter. If he saw Andrew, held be certain that we all think he's mad, and if he's
mad, he's broken and usdless, and worse, he's a disgrace to the old strawberry |eaves and escutcheon. If
he's gone mad, he might just aswell die and avoid embarrassing the family.”

Sheleveled her gaze at Alderscroft. "Then you had better hope he can get well and work hisway through
histroubles on hisown," she said, doing her best to keep accusation out of her tone. "But | don't think
that hewill. Not without a powerful incentive to break through that wall of fear that keegps him away from
his power, and | can tell you right now that duty, honor, and pride are not powerful enough. Duty, honor,
and pride aren't enough to get him through the shell-shock, much less break through to his Gifts again.
Furthermore& mdagh;"



Should shetel them?
She was aphysician; she had to.

"Furthermore, | consider that without Doctor Pike's help, thereisared possbility that he may do away
with himsdlf if he can't manage to get himself through. Because | am not sure he can live with the pain, the
fear, and the conflictsindgde himsdf asheisnow.”

There. Shed said it.
She expected them to look shocked, to protest. They didn't; they only looked saddened and resigned.

"It won't be thefirst onewevelost that way," Almdey said softly, revealing the reason for their reaction.
Heturned to Alderscroft. "What do you think, send him home on recovery leave?!

Almdey hadn't asked her, but she answered anyway. ‘At least if heisat home, hewill bein familiar
surroundings and far away from anything military. It might help.”

Alderscroft nodded his massive head, dowly. "Get his grandmother to keep an eye on him; | think it'sthe
best we can do. I'll talk to some people, and get him leave to recover at home." He turned back to
Maya. "Thank you, doctor. Y ou have been of immense help; more than you know. | only wish it were
possible to take more of your advice. | promise, wewill seeto it that everything that can be done, will

be. Andit will not befor lack of & mdash;flexibility& mdash;on our part.”

That wasadismissd if ever she had heard one, and reluctantly, she alowed her husband to assist her to
her feet and took her leave.

But it did nothing to end her anger& mdash;which was the only way she could keep her own profound
depression at bay. | hate this bloody, senseless, useless, stupid war.

March 14, 1917
London

THE ROBINSONS HAD TAKEN THE first train to London, set themselves up at the Savoy Hotdl,
and gone straight out to take care of the most urgent need for al three of them& mdash;new wardrobes.
But their vigtsto thefirgt three fashion houses& mdash;their usua haunts& mdash;werelessthan a
SUCCESS.

"Have you ever seen such ugly colors?' Carolyn complained (rather too loudly) to her mother, as she and
her sster followed hard on their mother's heels out to the pavement in front of the third. " Drab brown,
drab olive, drab navy and drab cream. Khaki, khaki, khaki! And nothing but tweeds and linens! And for
spring and summer! What about slk? What about mudin? Do they think wereal Land Girls?!



Her mother shrugged. "WEell try another atelier, dear,” she said, with aglance up the street, looking for a
taxi. "' Someone who isn't trying so hard to be patriotic and dressusdl in uniforms.”

"I don't see why one hasto be plain to be patriotic,” Lauraee pouted. Her sster sniffed.

"Plan?Made up likeaGuy, morelikel" Carolyn exclamed. "1 don't want to look like I'm in uniform and
| don't want to look like a& mdash;a suffragette! | want& mdash;”

"Leaveit to me, girls, | have somenotions,” Alison replied, and spied afreetaxi in the same moment.
Taxiswerethin on the ground in London now, but Alison had no intention of subjecting hersdf to the
Underground or the 'buses. It didn't take much more than alifted finger and a spark of magic to summon
it, asit passed by five other people trying to hall it, including one disgruntled cavary officer.

She leaned over and gave the driver& mdash;a very old man indeed& mdash;an address that made him
look at her in surprise. But he said nothing, and she took her place beside her daughters. It was
pleasantly warm; unpleasantly enough, they were dl three wearing last year's spring gowns. Thiswould
never do.

To the surprise of her daughters, the establishment that the taxi left them at was not any of the usua
fashion houses Alison patronized. Sheignored their surprise, for it was painfully clear to her that the usua
establishments would not do this year. There was probably a good reason why dl the houses that she
could afford to patronize were using domestically produced fabricsthis spring, and it was areason she
should have anticipated, given the start of rationing.

She would have to resort to another ploy& mdash;though the rather grubby theater district wasnot a
place one would normally go to find one's wardrobe. She opened adoor with the cryptic words Keplans
Haberdashery painted on the frosted glass. The girlsfollowed her up anarrow, rather dirty wooden
gtaircase with no smdll trepidation; she smiled to hersdf, knowing what awaited them at the top.

She and the girlsemerged from this place feding aglow of triumph. Here, at least, fashion was not being
subjected to patriotism. But then again, the ladies who frequented this dressmaker absolutely required
every ad to seduction that fine clothing could provide, for most of them had "arrangements’ with the
gentlemen of Whitehdl, the City, and both Houses of Parliament& mdash;arrangements that did not
include wedding rings. As a consequence, they were unlikely to sacrifice beauty for the appearance of
respectability. Alison knew of this place from her early days as one of the demimondaine& mdash;but of
course, unlikethe rest of her ssters-in-sin, she'd had the means at her disposal to ensure she got a
wedding ring before too long into her arrangement.

This particular dressmaker spent half the time creating costumesfor the theater, and half dressing the kept
ladies of the town; but because she did the former, she had a huge storehouse of fabric to pull from. After
the third house had disappointed, Alison had come to the reluctant conclusion that it was possible the war
and the Hun submarine blockade had begun to affect even those with money to spend on London
dressmakers. This dressmaker had only confirmed that, as she had pulled out roll after roll of silk and
mudin with the comment, ™Y ou won't see that, thanksto the Kaiser." Silks came from Chinaby way of
Paris, mudin from Indiaor the United States. Both had to come by way of the ocean, and between ships
being sunk, and ships being commandeered to bring over military goods& mdash;luxury goods probably
dill were coming, but now their prices had gone beyond the reach of aminor industriaist's widow.

Of course, evenin Broom, one didn't go to a theatrical costumier for one's wardrobe& mdash;but
Alison had away around that. When the dresses arrived in their plain packaging, she would have Ellie cut
the labels out of last year's gowns and sew them into the unlabeled new ones. Perhapsit was a bit foolish
to do so, but after dl, the laundry was sent out& mdash;and the laundress would take noteif thisyear's



gowns had no label s anymore& mdash;or worse, had |abels from Keplans Haberdashery rather than a
fashion house that was cited in the London society pages.

Haf of keeping up appearances wasin atending to details.

Alison smiled, asthe girls chattered happily on the way back to the Savoy. There was a dight drawback
to patronizing Miss Keplan. They would have to stay in London for nearly aweek to accomplish dl the
fittings, whereas the establishments they usudly used had mannequins and fitting-dummies made to dl
three women's measure. Still, the results would be worth the extra days. The girlswould look like
butterflies among the caterpillars a every garden party and fete this spring and summer. Men responded
to these things. They would outshine much prettier girls, just because their frocks were prettier. With any
luck, one of them, at least, would catch someone with atitle, money, or better still, both to his name.

Robinson's fortune was reasonable, and since by magically enhanced maneuvering, Alison had secured
the monopoly of supplying sacks for sandbagsto the army, it was not likely to run out any time

soon& mdash;but Alison was weary of being reasonable, weary of Broom, weary of being theleading
light in aclaustrophobicaly tiny and inggnificant socid sphere. She had wearied of it very soon after
ascending to the throne of unofficia queen of Broom. She had much larger ambitions.

Alison aspired to Longacre Park.

It was not anew desire. As a scrawny adolescent, hard-eyed with ambition, she had aspired to the
circles of those who feted royalty. She would gather with other spectators on the pavement whenever a
grand party or ball was being held, and vow that one day she would be among such invitees. When she
had been taken up by an aging courtesan with enough of the gift of Earth Magery to recognizeitin
another, she had seen it asafirst step to those circles and deserted her dreary working-class family, even
though all such arelic of Victoriastime could hope for was the company of prosperous shopkeepers and
minor indudridigs.

But Alison had bided her time, and ensnared the first of the unmarried gentlemen moderate meansto
cross her path, sacrificing wedth temporarily for respectability. She had dipped up atrifle, dlowing him
to get her with child twice& mdash;well, he was more virile than she had thought. She had rid hersalf of
him soon enough, which |eft her acomfortably off widow, and had laid the foundations for better
conquests by learning the lessons that would fit her for the circles of the exdted, while at the sametime
meastering her Magery. Etiquette, € ocution& mdash;especialy e ocution, for Bernard Shaw wasright, the
wrong accent guaranteed failure at this game& mdash;she had ingtructors for everything. A good nanny
for the children and the proper boarding schools gave her the time she needed to attain full command of
Earth Magic at the sametime.

That had been at the hands of a male Earth Magter, of course, and a suitably old one, who flattered
himself that the attentiveness of this attractive widow was genuine and not inspired by the desire to have
al of hissecrets. Strange how male mages never seemed to learn from the lesson of Merlin and Nimue,
A femde would not have been so easy to manipulate, nor so hopelesdy naive. She had learned al he had
to teach, and then& mdash;well, he got his reward, and had not survived die experience. He had,
however, died with alook of incredulous pleasure on his face. She had owed him that much. She
wondered what the coroner and undertaker had made of it. And had made of the fact that he might have
been sixty, but when he died, he had looked ninety.

"Mama, we're here]” Carolyn called out, shaking her out of her reverie. She followed the girls out of the
taxi, paid and tipped the driver, and entered the hotel.

No onetook any note of them& mdash;well, no one except a couple of young officersin the lobby who



gazed at the girls appreciatively. She repressed a grimace. Had the family been of note, there would be
concierges and porters swarming about them, eager to know their dightest whim, even with the hotel staff
S0 serioudy depleted by the war& mdash;

Wéll, if she had anything to say about it, they would be swarmed, one day.
They entered the elevator, and with anod and a shilling to the operator, ascended to their floor.

Which was not the best floor. Respectable, and the denizens of Broom would have been overwhemed
by the elegance, but it was by no means the best the Savoy had to offer. And that rankled.

But shewould not show that before the girls. They required ambition, and they had it, but it must be
unclouded by envy. Envy would put disagreeable linesin their faces. They must belike athletes, or
perhaps warriors, with their eyes and minds firmly fixed on the prize. They must be ruthless, of course,
but they should never waste time on so unprofitable an emotion as envy.

The girlsfluttered into the salon, il chattering about the gowns. They understood completely that they
must not say where the gowns were coming from, of course, but they were bewitched, properly
bewitched, by the pastel silksand ddlicately printed mudinsthat had been spread out for their approva,
and the elegant copies of the gowns that the other fashion houses were showing. As Alison had well
remembered, the dressmaker was avery clever little woman; within days of new gowns being shown for
the season, she had sketches of every one of them, and was making copies.

And the gownsthat she copied were not those of the houses that Alison could afford to patronize. Oh
no. These were the gowns that would make their appearance on the lawns of stately homeslike
Longacre Park. . . .

For the truly, fabuloudy wedlthy, and the extremely well-connected, were no more affected by the
blockade than the theatrical dressmaker was. In the case of the latter, it was because she had an entire
warehouse of fabrics stockpiled, and besides that, access to dozens, perhaps hundreds of old gowns and
costumes that could be remade. In the case of the former& mdash;well, where the habitues of the Royal
Enclosure were concerned, a bolt or two of fabric could be brought over, somehow. . . .

Well, perhapsthiswould bethe year. And if the faintly frivolous gowns caused a gtirring of dismay at the
Broom cricket games, or the country club tennis matches, well, perhaps the owners of the gowns could
move into territory this summer where their gppearance would harmonize with the surroundings, rather
than stand out from them.

She shook off her reverie. Therewas, of course, moreto thisbiannua visit than just the replenishing of a
wardrobe. She had other callsto make while she was here.

"I'm going out, girls," she called out to them. "Have your dinner sent up. And you are not& mdash;”
"On any account to gtir from these rooms,” they replied in chorus, and ended with agiggle.
"Practice your charms,” she said, with alifted brow.

"Oh, Mama& mdash;" Lauraee objected. "They're so much more difficult herel”

"All the more important that you learn how to set them here," shereplied severely. "Y ou have no more
magic than the old woman who taught me& mdash;but if | have anything to say about it, you'l learn how
to make much better use of it than she did." A thought occurred to her that would give them maicious
amusement, and would set their minds on the proper task. "Our windows overlook the street. Why don't
you exercise your skills and your minds by making unsuitable persons conceive of apassion for one



another?'
"Oh, Mamal" Carolyn exclamed, ddight sparking in her eyes. "May we?'

"I would not havetold you to do soif | did not meanit,” shereplied, with alittle smile of her own. "Make
me athorough report when | return.”

She telephoned the Exeter Club asthey set themsalves and the small bits of gpparatus they would need at
thewindow. There would be no need to find taxis for thisvisit. Lord Alderscroft would send acar. This
was, after dl, the business of the War Office.

Maya narrowed her eyes suspicioudy as she watched Lord Alderscroft's visitor. He had not invited her
into hisown rooms; ingtead, they were meeting in the same Aesthetic public dining room that she had
been taken to the first time she entered the doors of the Exeter Club.

What she had not known then was that one of the mirrors was one-way, and hid atiny spyhole. She
didn't think that anyone had been watching her that time, but even if they had been, they hadn't learned
anything they couldn't have learned by watching her openly.

Alderscroft wanted her assessment of someone he wanted to keep an eye on Reggie Fenyx. It was
another Earth Master. And dready Mayadidiked her.

"Redly?" the e egant woman said, her eyeswidening dightly. "Y oung Fenyx is so badly off asdl that?"

No, Mayadid not like Alison Robinson; she did not trust Mrs. Robinson onetiny little bit. She had no
reason for these fedlings, other than her ingtinct, though, which was not enough to give asareason to
Lord Alderscroft, who distrusted feminineintuition.

Were the rumors true that far too many people that Alison Robinson was intended to keep watch on died
instead? And was that enough of areason for suspicion? Of course, they had dl been spiesfor the Hun,
and there was never any reason to point to Alison Robinson as the cause of their deaths but& mdash;

But& mdash;

Mayatoyed with her teaon the other side of the one-way mirror, listened as Alderscroft assigned Alison
Robinson to keep an eye on Reginad Fenyx, and reflected with some relief that this was a perfectly
absurd assgnment. After dl, someone like Mrs. Robinson, the widow of a mere small manufacturer, was
not going to have entree into& mdash;

"But Lord Alderscroft,” Alison said, amiling, "Thisisredly quiteimpossible! | have no entreeinto such
exalted socid circles! Why, | should not be able to do more than glimpse the young man at a distance!
The closest gpproach | could manage would be in the autumn, as the hunt goes by, if he even participates
inthe hunt a al! Y ou know | have no objection to doing anything you and the War Office might ask of
me, but redly, dropping me behind enemy lines and asking me to pass mysdlf off asa kleine hausfrau
would besmpler!”

"Ah, eem&mdash;" Alderscroft coughed. "Well, perhaps | should& mdash;”

"If I anto carry out this assgnment, you shal have to manufacture an appropriate background for me,”
the wretched woman went on, to Mayas dismay. "Y ou'll have to find an impoverished linein Burke's



with adaughter called Alison of the proper age, one that might well have decided that ungenteel comfort
was preferable to leaking roofs and no proper plumbing. And then you'll have to arrange a proper
introduction to hismother, by letter if nothing dse.”

"That will taketime, I'm afraid,” said Alderscroft, sounding gpol ogetic.

"l canwait," shereplied gaily, with addicate little laugh. "After dl, ajob worth doing isworth doing
properly. Thank you, my lord. Thisis much preferable to investigating the occasiona foreigner ona
walking tour through Shakespeare country.” That swest little laugh grated on Mayas nerves. One Earth
Master to another& mdash;that woman was altogether too well shielded. But then, London was
unbearable for an Earth Master without being shielded . . . and dthough it would have been much more
polite to forego her shields within the Exeter Club, she wasn't amember of the Lodge, so she couldn't
know that it was safe to do so. So that was no good reason to mistrust her, or at least, it wasnot a
reason that Alderscroft would accept.

The creature was back to harping on that introduction. Maya had seen more than her share of social
climbersin India, and she knew another one the moment she saw her. Though she might not be able to
read Mrs. Robinson, she didn't haveto in order to recognize those signs.

Doesn't she have daughters? Oh yes . . . planning on marrying into the family, are you, my dear?
If you can manage it, that is. Well, there was the one saving grace of Reggi€'s condition; he was so
heavily blocked that the Robinson woman could run him down with alocomotive-sized love spell and
he'd beimperviousto it. He was, in fact, the mirror opposite to an Elemental Master now, hewas
powerfully unmagica. She could throw spdllsat him for aweek, and al that would happen would be that
they would be swallowed up without atrace. And asfor smple vamping& mdash;

Our Reggi€e's had every sort of woman thereis fling themselves at his head by now. He's not going
to think much of a couple of provincial belles hanging out for atitle and a fortune. And if you
can't recognize that, dear lady, you are an utter fool.

And sure enough, she was back on that so-precious introduction again. "It probably should be aletter,
Lord Alderscroft,” she was saying, with amelting smile. " Or better still, two& mdash;oneto Lady Devlin
directly and one | can hand-carry. Say that& mdash;oh, | am too diffident to push mysdf on her, but
would she please ook me up as I'm too terribly done down therein the village?'

Maya gritted her teeth. Oh, please rescue me from these wretched peasants, she means. And she
knew that Alderscroft's subconscious would recognize her tone and the cadence of her speech aswell as
her words and respond to it in spite of the fact that he knew she was as common as adustbin. That was
because she had the proper accent, and the proper manner, and everything in his upbringing and training
was screaming out to his subconscious that here was gentry. For one moment she hated Alderscroft, his
automatic response to the proper turn of phrase, his automatic assumption that anyone born to the
strawberry leaves was "one of us' and deserving of specid treatment and protection.

For one moment, she hated them dl, and felt a powerful sympathy for the sociaists and the Bolsheviks,
and it was very tempting to think about throwing abomb or two into the Roya Enclosure at Ascot, just
to shake them up a bit. Certainly you could fire acannon off through there and never hit anyone who
would be missed by society& mdash,

But then good sense overcame her, and she sighed, and acknowledged that there were aristocrats who
were good stewards, and useful. And asfor the ret, she forgave Alderscroft and his set for being idiots,
and went back to paying attention to the conversation.

WEéll, there was one thing that being born a half-caste in Indiawas good for, and that was in knowing



what wouldn't work with the British aristocracy. Though she might very much like to point out to the old
lion that the Robinson woman had played him like sdimon on her line, it would do no good at all.

No, shewould smply tell Alderscroft that the woman was heavily shielded and couldn't be

read& mdash;that she certainly had ulterior motives for wanting that introduction and remind him of the
two daughterslooking for husbands& mdash;and that Fenyx's own grandmother would do a much better
job of keeping an eye on him than any stranger ever could.

And then she would go confide her real feelingsto her husband Peter& mdash;who would certainly, at
that point, take them to his"Twin." And there was no onethat Peter Almdey did not know among the
Elementa Magesinside the peerage. Almdey's grandmother, who was hersdf a powerful Elementa
Magter, amost certainly knew Reggi€e's aunt, who was another. And when those two heard what she had

tosay....

Now Mayasmiled for thefirgt time since she began listening to the conversation, struck by the mental
image of aherd of water-buffalo surrounding an injured caf to protect it from atigress.

Thetigress had no notion of what she was about to face.

Alison was pleased with herself. Despite some setbacks, thistrip to London had been unexpectedly
productive. She sat down at the little desk in the Sitting room of their suite to catch up on her
correspondence, while the girls unpacked the day's purchases.

"Mama," sad Carolyn, idly tracing theline of the fringe on the new shawl she had purchased that
morning, "What do you know about the Americans getting into the war?"

Alison looked up from the letter she was writing to Warrick Locke. " The Americans have no intention of
entering the war, child. Presdent Wilson isapacifidt. If the sinking of the Lusitania did not accomplishit,
nothing will. Why?'

"Well," Carolyn perssted, with asmall, dy smile playing about her lips, "It'sjust that& mdash;you had
rather they didn't, wouldn't you?"

"It would interfere grestly with my plans, yes" she said sharply. "And it would probably interfere with our
income aswell. Why do you ask?"

" She asks because she's been mesting with that American boy, from the embassy in the tearoom,”
Laurdeeinterrupted, frowning with jeadlousy a her sster. "And she doesn't want to get in trouble over it,
S0 she wants to make you think she's been doing it for& mdash;"

"Laurades& mdagh;" Alison held up awarning hand. "First, do not frown. Frowns do not improve your
looks, and cause wrinkles. Secondly, let your Sster answer for hersdlf. Carolyn?”

"Heis the ambassador's son," Carolyn protested, pouting prettily, in away that Alison approved. "And
you know Mama has been busy, and you know we've been hearing rumorsin the hotdl! | thought | ought
tofind out at first hand!"

"And it has nothing to do with the fact that he'stall, and blue-eyed, and looks like& mdash;" Laurdee
muttered, sullenly.



"And don't alow jealousy to show, Laurdee,” Alison reproved absently. "It gives one jowls. What did
the young man tel you, Carolyn?"

"That the Presdent will certainly enter the war next month!" Carolyn said in triumph. "He's going home
to enlist! So are most of the young men on the embassy staff!”

Alison'slipstightened. Thiswas no part of her plans. At the moment, thewar wasat a

stalemate& mdash;both sides were worn out and weary, and the conflict might well drag on for years,
which was very good newsfor the Earth Elementasthat she favored, and for her plans concerning
Reggie Fenyx. For the latter, she planned more fear& mdash;her Elementd crestures making hislifea
never-ending round of attacks of terror& mdash;until the one girl who could drive them away appeared in
hislife. At which point, he would probably marry her on the spot. Or at least be willing to.

But to complete the plan, shewould need time. Timefor the boy to hed physicaly enough to be sent
home on recovery leave. Timefor Lord Alderscroft'sintroduction to bear fruit. Timefor her spellsto
work, timefor Carolyn& mdash;or Lauraee& mdash;to be the answer to his prayers, timefor himto
propose and for aproper society wedding. And then more time, for she did not intend for him to survive
thewar, and he would have to recover from his shellshock and go back to the Air Corps, and if the

Y anks entered the War& mdash;

Americawasfull of brash young men who were perfectly willing to fling themsavesinto combat. America
was wed thy; within months she could turn her factories from making frying pansinto making cannon and
machine-guns. And America had immense, untapped resources on her own soil; she did not depend on
shipsto bring those resources to the factories. If America entered the war, it could be over within ayear.

Unless& mdagh;

She couldn't stop them. But she could add a new enemy to the equation . . . one that should add to the
attrition in the trenches, and dow the number of troops coming over.

"Carolyn, dear, | believe that we ought to hold alittle farewe | dinner for al those fine young men at the
embassy,” she said, in atone that made Carolyn's eyes narrow. "We ought to thank them for being so
willing to serve. Invite them to alittle supper tomorrow night.”

Lauraee dso caught the scent of something in the air. "Mama& mdash;" she began, then shook her head.
"Comedong, Caralyn. Let'sgo writeinvitations. | think there are Six or seven of them, including the
ambassador's son, Mama."

"When you are finished writing the invitations, make the supper arrangements with the Savoy chef,"
Alison replied, aready unpacking what she needed from her trunk. ™Y ou should know what to do

dready.”

"Yes, Mama," her daughters chorused, and Alison smiled with content. Well-trained and obedient,
everything amother could ask for.

By thetimethat al the arrangements were complete, and the invitations sent to the embassy by
messenger, Alison was ready. Her implements& mdash; deceptively simple ones& mdash;were set out on
thethick silk cloth that she used as her portable Working table. It aready had the runes and circles of
containment embroidered into it, dyed with blood& mdash;hers, and others. She spread it out over the
table they used when they dined en-suite, summoned the girls, doused the dectric lights, and lit the
candles she had unpacked.

"Thismay be one of the most underrated incantetionsin our arsend, girls,”" she said, asthetwo of them



moved closer to stand on either Side of her. "And yet, it requires surprisingly little power, especidly here,
inthe city. We are going to cdl an Earth Elementd. Thetrick to thisisthat you have to remember to be
very specific about what you want from this entity. Y ou dready know that one of the great Gifts of the
Earth Mage isto hea & mdash;but the converseisdso true. Watch."

With the precision of a surgeon, Alison placed a deceptively plain bowl (made of clay dug froma
graveyard and fired in the same fire as a cremation) in the center of her Working cloth. Into it she
dropped atiny bit of rotting mest (she aways kept some sealed in asmall jar with her when she
traveled), and several more equaly distasteful ingredients, burying them al beneath alayer of dirt dug
from the piles of tin-waste near amine. Then she closed her eyes, held her hands over the bowl, and let
the power flow from her, into it, chanting her specific invocation under her bresth and concentrating with
al of her might, and the sullen ocher-colored energies flowed out of her fingertips and into the bowl,
pooling therein the candldight.

Carolyn gasped, and at that sign, she opened her eyes.

The Earth Elementd standing in the now-empty bowl might not look like much& mdash;it was a squat
little putty-colored nothing, with the barest suggestions of limbs and a head, the sort of crude and
primitive object that might be found in an ancient ruin. It looked utterly harmless& mdash;but properly
used, it was one of the most powerful of dl of theinimica Earth Elementas, because it was one of the
most inddious.

It was cdlled a maledero, and it brought, and spread, disease.

"I need anillness," shetold it. "Onethat spreadsintheair. It should seem harmless, but kill. | don't want
it to fell everything that catchesit, no more than onein four, but no lessthan onein ten. It should bring
death quickly when it doeskill, it should lay out thoseit does not kill, and it should be hardest not on the
very young nor the very old, but those in the prime of life. It should spread rapidly, and be impossibleto
stop, because by the timevictims are dying, it should have passed on to others.”

The putty-colored thing smiled, showing amouth full of jagged and rotting teeth, while above the mouth,
apair of bottomless black eyes|ooked at her. "How if it Soreads through a sneeze?" it suggested. "If it be
spread by any other means, this might be countered.”

She nodded. "'Ided. There will be six young men here tomorrow night for dinner before they journey
homewards. Y ou will infect them, and only them, and you will lie dormant within them until they have
ended their journey in aplace where there will be thousands of young men like them. Then you will
release yoursdlf, and be free to spread asfar as you please, acrossthe whole world, if you like& mdash;
except to mysdf and my daughters™

"Eadly done," the thing croaked, and it& mdash;divided, right before their eyes, into Six identical
creatures, each one-sixth the size of the origina. “"We pledge by the bond," they chorused.

Alison nodded, and tapped the side of the bowl with her willow-wand. "Then | release from the bowl.
When you have infested the young men, you will be released from the room."

Sheinscribed the appropriate Sgilsin the air, where they glowed for amoment, then settled over the six
creatures and were absorbed.

"When you have come to the place across the sea where thousands of young men have gathered to train
aswariors," she continued, still inscribing the sigils of containment intheair, ™Y ou will befreeto infect
and spread asfar asyou please, save only mysdf and my daughters,” she wrote her own glyph and those
of Carolyn and Lauraee, and the sigil of prohibition on top of those three names. All this sank down to



rest briefly on thelittle Elementals, before being absorbed into them. The flow of power was
minimal & mdash;one of the reasons why thiswas such auseful conjuration.

"And now, you may conced yourself within thisroom, until the vessds have come," she concluded,
breaking the containment with aflourish of her wand. The entities gave her amocking little bow, and
faded away.

The girlslooked at her, wide-eyed. "Did you just& mdash;create a disease?' Laura ee gaped.

She shrugged. "It is better to say that | dtered oneto suit our purposes. It will probably be a pneumonia
or influenza, but when it isreleased, it will be something quite different from any other of itskind. It will
certainly be bad enough to decimate the ranks of the Americans|ong enough to keep them from winning
thewar in afew months. And that isal that we will need.” She amiled at her girls, who stared at her,
wide-eyed. "I doubt it will kill onein four of thosethat are redly hedlthy; the Elemental | conjured isnot
strong enough for that. But it will cause agreat deal of havoc. That is something € se to remember.
Sometimes you do not need to confront your enemy directly; you only need to interfere with him."

She began putting her supplies away; neither girl offered to help, aswas proper. She would not have
alowed them. They were never to touch her Working materials.

That, after dl, was how she had managed to get control over her teachers.

"And now," she added brightly, putting the last of her equipment away and locking the little trunk in which
it waskept. "I believeit istime we went downgairsto dine."

March 14, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

WHEN ELEANOR WAS CERTAIN THAT Alison and the girlswere on the train to London, thefirst
thing she did was to go straight to the kitchen, throw open the pantry doors and plan hersdf afeast.

Brushing aside Alison'smagicaly laid prohibitions like so many cobwebs, Eleanor could not help but
gloat. Shefdt the barriers, certainly, but she was able to push right through them. And theirony of it was,
there had never been any good reason to make the pantry off-limits while the Robinsons were gone, nor
to restrict Eleanor to the foodstuffs that Alison dlowed her to keep in the kitchen. When they returned,
there were thingsin here that would have had to be thrown in the bin because they were spoiled, that
Eleanor could perfectly well have eaten while the others were gone. It made no sense, no sense a al.

It wasdl just pite, just pure meanness.

She surveyed the shelves, and decided that she would clean out her ever-smmering soup-pot and giveit
agood scrubbing before starting anew batch, while she ate those things that would go bad before long.



And she could include the end of that ham in the soup.

It wasn't dl cream for her, though; most of Alison's magics still worked. Before she had done much more
than empty out the soup-pot into asmaller vessdl to leave on the hearth, and fill the pot with soapy water,
the compulsionsto clean struck her. Up the stairs she went, discovering that she still had to sweep and
dugt, air the rooms out and close them up again, mop and scrub down the bathroom. True, she didn't
have to spend as much timeat it, nor work quite as hard, but she couldn't fight the compulsion off
atogether. And although she tried, she discovered that she couldn't leave the house and garden either,
even with Alison gone. But after some experimentation, she had the measure of the compulsions. She
finished everything she needed to do in the upstairs rooms by luncheon, which meant that she would have
the rest of the day free for herself.

Thefirg thing that she did was to make hersdf a proper luncheon, and to read while she ate it; she chose
abook from thelibrary, aroom which had been mostly unused since her father died.

Sheateinthelibrary, too, in defiance of crumbs& mdash;after al, she was the one who was going to be
doing the cleaning-up& mdash;curled up in her father's favorite old chesterfield chair with her feet to the
fireshebuilt in thefireplace.

After she had finished eating, the compulsions urged her into work briefly, but she discovered that she
could satisfy them merely by making afew swipeswith adust-mop and the broom in each room so long
asthey were visibly clean. By thistime her soup-pot had soaked enough, so she gave it agood
scrubbing insde and out, and put beansto soak init. She returned again to the library with atray laden
with tegpot and the cakes that would have gone stae, there to lose hersdlf in abook until the fading light
and growing hunger caled her back to the kitchen and that feast she had promised herself.

Then& mdash;luxury of luxuriesl & mdash;she drew herself ahot bath, and had agood long soak and a
proper hair-washing. Baths were what she got at the kitchen sink these days, and often asnot, in cold
water. She used Lauraleg's rosewater soagp, knowing from experience that it was something Lauraee
wouldn't miss, whereasif she purloined Alison's Spanish sandawood, or Carolyn's Eau de Nil bars, they
would be missed. After ablissful hour immersed to the neck in hot water, and an equaly blissful interlude
spent giving her hair the good wash she had longed for, she emerged clean and scented faintly with roses.

Her hair wasn't very long, though it was unlike the girls ultra-fashionable bols& mdash; Alison hacked it
off just below her shoulders on aregular basis& mdash;so it didn't take long to dry in front of the kitchen
fire. She dipped a bed-warmer into her own bed to heat it while she dried her hair, and after banking the
firesin the kitchen and the library, and making sure the stove had enough fue to last through the night and
keep the hot-water boiler at the back of it ‘warm, she went to bed at last feeling more like her old self
than she had since before her father had |eft on that fateful trip.

Shefell adeep at once, relaxed, warm, and contented.

She hadn't expected to dream, but she did. And her dreams were& mdash;rather odd. Full of fire-images,
of legping flames themsdves, of odd, half-fairy crestures whose flesh glowed with fire and who had wings
of flame, of the medieval sdlamandersthat were supposed to livein fires, of dragons, and of the phoenyx
and thefirebird. They weren't nightmares, nothing like, even though she found hersdf engulfed by fires
that caressed her like sun-warmed silk.

Infact, she found herself wearing the flames, like an ever-changing gown. In her dreams, she found these
mythical beingswecoming her asafriend, and in her dreams, that seemed perfectly natura and right.
They were lovely dreams, the best sheld had since before Alison came& mdash;and she didn't want to
wake up from them.



The compulsions broke into those dreams, jarring her awake her at dawn.

Full of resentment, she resisted them for amoment, pondering those dreams while they were ill freshin
her mind. What on earth could they mean? That they meant something, she was sure.

And once or twice, hadn't shefet a sense of familiarity about them? Asif thethings she did and saw
were calling up an echo, faint and far, in her memory?

Finaly she could resist the compulsions no longer, for her legs began to twitch, and anasty headache
started just between her eyebrows. She knew those signs of old, and got reluctantly out of bed to start
her round of morning chores.

At least shewas going to get moreto est thismorning than alot of tasteless porridge.

The sun was just coming up over the horizon, and distant roosters were crowing, as she began the day.
Thiswasthe day of the week when Eleanor usudly did the heavy laundry, the sheets and the towels, and
her own clothing, and there was no redl reason to change her schedule. Usually she looked forward to
the day, as she often got a chance to wash up in the laundry-water, though the lye-soap was harsh
enough to burn if shewasn't careful.

She went out to the wash-house in the little shed at the back of the garden to fire up the wash-boiler out
there, ahuge kettle built right into akind of oven, pump it full of cold water, and add the soap. She
returned to the house and collected dl of the linen before breskfast. A glance up a the sky told her that
the day was going to be fair again& mdash;agood thing, since it meant she could hang things out in the
sunlight, and wouldn't have to iron them dry. With even Howse gone& mdash;Alison wouldn't have
traveled a step without her mai d& mdash;there was less of the wash than usual, but Eleanor wasfedling
unusualy energetic. Perhaps it was smply that she wasn't forced to do her work on acouple of spoonfuls
of unflavored oat-porridge and a cup of weak tea.

She actudly enjoyed hersdlf; the winter had been horribly, dreadfully cold, and doing the household
laundry had been nothing short of torture. Today& mdash;well, it was cold, but briskly so, and it was
grand to have the sun on her back as she pinned up the sheets and towels. By mid-morning, it was al
washed and wrung dry and hanging up in the garden, and Eleanor was scrubbing the kitchen floor,
exactly as she usually did on wash-day, though it wasn't often that she was done this early.

And that was when aknocking at the kitchen door startled her so much that she yelped, and dropped the
brush into her bucket of water with a splash.

She stared at the closed door, sure that what she had heard must have been some accident of an
echo& mdash;someone out in the street, perhaps, or knocking at one of the neighbors gates.

But the rapping came again, brisk and ingstent.
Who could be knocking at this door? Surely no one knew that she was here& mdash;

It must be a tradesman. Or someone about a bill. It couldn't be addivery; Alison was punctilious
about canceling all deliveries when she expected to be gone. The old cook had been quite incensed
about that& mdash;"As if we're of no account and can live on bacon and tinned peas while she swans
about London!" & mdash;but she had even done so back when the house was full of servants.

Not that | would mind if there had been a mistake! A ddivery of baked goods would be jam on top
of thecream. . ...

The knocking came again. Whoever was there wasn't going away. She got to her feet, and dowly



opened the door.

There was awoman there& mdash; perhaps Alison's age, or alittle older, but she was nothing like Alison.
Her graying brown hair was done up in aknot at the back of her head from which little wisps were
graying. Friendly, amber-brown eyes gazed warmly at Eleanor, though the focus suggested that the gaze
was atrifle short-sighted. Her round face had both plenty of little lines and very pink cheeks. Shewas
dressed quite plainly, in aheavy woolen skirt and smock, with an gpron, rather like alocal farmer'swife,
complete with woolen shawl wrapped around hersdf. She smiled at Eleanor, who found herself smiling
back.

"Hello, my dear," the woman said, in asoothing, low voice that tickled the back of Eleanor's mind with a
sensation of familiarity. "1'm Sarah Chase"

Sarah Chase! Eleanor knew that name, though she had never actualy met the woman. Sarah Chase
was supposed& mdash;at least by the children of Broom& mdash;to be awitch!

Not a bad witch, though& mdash;she didn't live in a cobwebby old hut at the edge of the forest, shelived
right in the middle of Broom itself, in atidy little Tudor cottage literally sandwiched in between two larger
buildings. On the right was the Swan pub, and on the lft, the village shop. Any children bold enough to
stand on the threshold of the door and try to peer into the heavily curtained windows never were ableto
see anything, and the extremely public Stuation meant that their mothers usualy heard about the
adventure and they got atongue-lashing about rude behavior and nosy-parkers. No onein Eleanor's
circle of friends had ever seen Sarah Chasg, in fact& mdash;

But here she was, standing on the threshold, a covered basket in one hand, the other outsiretched alittle
towards Eleanor.

"Well, dear," the woman prompted gently. "Aren't you going to ask your godmother inside?!
Godmother?

Her mind was il taking that in, as her mouth said, without any thought on her part, "Comein,
Godmother." And the village witch stepped across the threshold and entered the kitchen like a beam of
sunshine

For thethird timein her life, Eleanor'slife turned upside down.

She s, in something of adaze, on a stool beside the kitchen fire, where her prosaic soup-pot full of
beans and the end of the ham smmered, and listened to impossible things.

Things which she never would have believed& mdash;if her finger wasn't buried beneath the hearth-stone.

Sarah |ooked perfectly comfortable in the sunny kitchen with its blackened beams and whitewashed
walls. Eleanor never even thought to invite her into the parlor. But then, these were not particularly
discussonsfor the parlor.

Eleanor was hearing, for thefirst time, that the woman her father had thought he had married was no
more than afraction of what she actudly was.

"... soyour father never knew, of course," Sarah concluded. "Never knew that your mother wasaFire



Master, or that we were such friends, she and I, never even knew such athing as magic existed at dl.”
Her cheeks went pinker, and she gave Eleanor an apologetic little shrug. "That'sthe way of it, usudly,
when one of Us marries one of Them, Them as has no magic. We generaly keep it to oursalves, for
more often than not it does no good and agreat deal of harm to try and make them understand. The ones
with minds stuck in the world they can see are usudly made very unhappy by such things. Either they
think they have gone mad, or they think their spouse has, and in either caseit only endsin tearsand
tragedy." She nodded wisdly. "Like the Fenyxes. Him and hisfather, they have the magic& mdash;or
Lord Devlin did before he died, but Lady Devlin, she's got no moreideathan abird.”

Eleanor gaped at her. Thiswas somehow harder to believe than that her own mother had magic. The
Fenyx family? Were what Sarah called Elemental Masters?

Sarah went right on, not noticing Eleanor's Sate of shock& mdash;or else, determined to get out
everything she needed to say without interruption. " So we met here, of anight, or of an afternoon, over
cups of teaastwo old friends from such asmall place often do, and your father would ook in on us and
laugh and ask usif we were setting the world aright, and of course, we never told him that we were
&mdash;in smal ways, of course, but small ways have the habit of adding up.”

"Y ou were& mdash;setting the world aright?" Eleanor repested, and shook her head. "But how& mdash;"

"A little magic here, alittle magic there; hers more than mine, you understand, since I'm but amere Witch,
and she was a Magter. But& mdash; oh, she would speak to the Salamanders of anight, and find out
whose chimneys were getting over-choked with soot, and I'd have aword with the owner of the house
by-and-by, and Neil Frandsen would come dong and clean it, and thered be no chimney fire, do you
w7

Eleanor blinked again. "Isthat the plumber, Mr. Frandsen? The man that cleans chimneyswith a
shotgun?'

Sarah threw back her head and laughed. "Oh, aye! But less often then than he does now, I'm

afraid& mdash;he was nimbler when he was young; now he don't like to go atop the houses much. But
you see what we did? And there was other things& mdash; never a house-fire have we had hereabouts
once she came into her powers, nor abarn-fire, and no accidents with fire either. If acottager's baby
tumbled into afire, it tumbled right back out again, with just enough scorching on his smock to make his
mamatake better heed. No firesfrom acoa hopping out; no curtains blowing into candles nor
gas-flames. Sometimesit isn't so much doing things that's important asit is keeping them from
happening.” She sighed. "I remember how she used to put you in your cradle next to thefire, or once you
were old enough, just on ablanket. No worries you'd be burned, of course& mdash;the Salamanders
used to frisk and play around you, and you'd laugh and try to catch them with your little hands. Clear
enough it was, you'd taken after her. And then& mdash;she died.”

"She drowned,” Eleanor whispered, and shuddered. All her life, the one thing shed been afraid of was
water. Sarah nodded.

"The enemy Element," Sarah said sadly. "The Element that hates hers; the river flooded, you see, and to
thisday, | don't know if it was accident or an enemy. She could have told me, but& mdash;well, the river
flooded and washed out the bridge as she was trying to get acrossto get hometo you. Her alieshad no
power to save her. And your father, well, he couldn't bear to look upon me, who was her close friend, so
| stayed away. And you seemed to be flourishing, and | heard about you going up to university and al,
and | thought, well, well enough, I'll leave her be, and when she startsto come into her power, I'll send to
the Fire Masterswho've people a Oxford, and they'll take on the teaching of you. So much more clever
than |, those dons and scholars& mdash;”



"But She came." Eleanor's voice cracked.

"Then She came.” Sarah's voice hardened. "My Element, but a Master, more powerful than me, and
better connected by far. In magic asin everything ese, it'swho you know that gets you places, and what
you've got." Sarah grimaced. " She's trusted by them as should know better, but don't; there'sno help
there& mdash;yet. | could no more stand againgt her than your mother could stand against the flood. But
you are coming into your powers, and | can set your feet on the right path, and you can bresk her, if you
grow strong enough. And thisiswhere | can make a start& mdash;”

She got up out of the chair where she was sitting and walked over to the hearth. She stared down at the
hearthstones for amoment, then bent, and traced a symbol with her index finger on one. It glowed for a
moment, awarm, lovely golden-amber, before sinking into the stone.

"Blast her," Sarah muttered under her breeth. " She's stronger than | thought.”
"What?" Eleanor asked.

"It'saspdl that will answer to Fireaswell as Earth; it'swhat She did to bind you here. | know a counter
that will work within her spell to free you from this house and hearth for afew hours at atime, though you
won't be ableto go farther than, say, Longacre,” thewitch said. "Y ou'll have to learn how to work magic
of your own to make her spell answer to you, how to bend it to your will for alittle& mdash;well sart
you learning Fire magic now, if you're ready, but definitely before she comes back.”

"I&mdash;Sarah, | don't know, thisall seems so& mdash;" She was going to say, "impossible to believe,”
but at exactly that moment, something looked at her out of the hearth-fire. She looked back, fedling her
eyeswiden as she recognized the fiery-eyed lizard of her dreams.

"Well, and thereyou are," Sarah said, with triumph, following her startled glance. " Salamander. Sure Sign
of you coming into your powers, no matter what she's done.”

"You can seeit too?" she asked increduloudly.

"Well, of course. | can see the Elementds, and if they fed likeit, they might help me out, but | can't
command them, not even Earth. I'm not aMagter," Sarah said; wistfully, Eleanor thought. "But you can
command the ones of Fire; because you're aFire Magter, you'll have their respect, and because of your
mother, you dready have ther loyalty, and the only way you'd lose that would be to do something they
didnt like"

"What do you mean, | have their loyalty?" Eleanor asked increduloudly.
"Hold out your hand,” Sarah replied. "To thefire, | mean. Youll see”

Dubioudy Eleanor did so, and before she could pull away with surprise, that same something leapt out of
the flames and began twining around her handslike afriendly ferret. It looked like alizard made of flame,
and it felt like sun-warmed slk dithering through her fingers and around her wrigts.

"It'snot burning me& mdash;" she gasped, staring at the creature in fascination.
"And I'll wager you've never been burned in your life," Sarah replied triumphantly. "Have you?!

"Only&mdash;" Eleanor began, then stopped. She had been going to say, "only when Carolyn cauterized
my finger," but then she realized that she had not actually been burned, not even then. The bleeding had
been stopped, and the wound sealed, but no more, and it hadn't been aburn that had caused her so
much pain, it had been the wound itsalf and the fever that followed. "& mdash;ah, | havent," she admitted,



watching the Salamander weave around her outstretched fingers.
"What& mdash;what does all thismean?' she asked at lagt.

"That | need to begin teaching you what | can, and there is no time like the present. Unlessyou had
something planned?’ Sarah tilted her head to the Sde. "A garden party, perhaps?’

That brought asmileto Eleanor'sface, and arueful shrug. "So long as my stepmother isn't here& mdash;”

"We must take advantage of that. Let your friend go back to hisfire and well begin.”

By nightfal, Eleanor knew a hundred times more about magic than she had before Sarah knocked on the
door. She knew about cagting circles of protection and containment, alittle about summoning, and
something about the Elementals of her own Element, athough the only one she had seen asyet wasthe
little Salamander, the weakest of thelot. And she was far moretired than she would have thought likely.
It wasn't asif sheld been working, after dl, just Stting and walking about the kitchen, nothing more.

"It takesit out of you," Sarah said solemnly, asthe two of them worked on alittle supper in the evening
gloom. "And you're lucky that woman is of another Element, or she'd know when you were working, as
shed be able to cut you off from your power. Asit is, she's strong enough to bind you and command
you."

By this point, Eleanor had gotten well past the suspension of dishelief and was at the point where she
would have accepted the presence of an invisible second moon in the sky if Sarah had insisted it was
there. Part of thiswas due to fatigue, but most of it was smply that she had taken in so many strange
thingsthat her mind was smply fogging over.

"Why am | sotired?' she asked, setting down plates on the kitchen table, while Sarah ladled soup into
bowls and cut dices of bread for both of them.

"Because the power you've been using to cast circlesand al hasto come from you yourself, lovey,"
Sarah replied.

Eleanor frowned, and rubbed her temple with the back of her wrist. "But | thought magic just
was& mdash;magic!”

"Something out of nothing, you mean?' Sarah laughed. "Not likely, my girl. The only time you get power
at no cost to you iswhen your Elementas grant it to you, or you take it from someone dse. And I'll give
you aguess where your stepmother gets much of hers from.”

Eleanor sat down in her chair. "Shell be back in aday or two& mdash;and what will | do then?' she
asked. "How am | going to see you, or keep learning?' It was agood question; what would she do? She
was kept busy from dawn to dark and then some; how could she ever get time to continue learning and
practicing?

"Does shelock the doors?' Sarah asked. "Y ou'll wait until the houseis adeep, and then you'll draw the
glyph and bend her spell and cometo me for an hour or two." She smiled dyly. ™Y ou do the cooking,
don't you? Well, one advantage of being amere Witch isthat | don't rely on power to do everything. I'll
give you somethingsto put in their food that will send them to bed early on the nights you're to come,
and keep them there a-snoring, and they'll be nothing the wiser!™



Eleanor blinked. "Isthat safe?" she asked, dubioudy. "I mean, what if they& mdash;taste it, or
something?'

"They won't. And I'll have acharm on it to make sure they eat enough of it to do what | want." Sarah
seemed quite confident that she could do exactly what she claimed. Eleanor wasn't nearly as
confident& mdash;but then, she didn't have anything to lose by trying, either. "Now, you eat," Sarah
continued, "o you get your energy back, and well practice those shields and wards again.”

Eleanor sighed, and applied hersdlf to her food. She wanted to protest; she hadn't had amoment to
hersdf dl day. When she hadn't been learning the "shields and wards' that Sarah thought were so
important, and which didn't seem very much like magic to her, shed been taking in the laundry, putting it
away, and tidying up. She had been so looking forward to another afternoon in the library& mdash;but
the promise that she might be able to break hersdf free of Alison's magic was so tempting that she hadn't
so much aswhispered acomplaint.

Asif shehad heard al those thoughts, Sarah looked up from her dinner and smiled at her. "1 know it's
hard, my dear,” shesaid, in akindly voice. "Crud hard onyou, it is. But I'm having to teach you the hard
way, to bring up the protections and take them down without leaving atrace for your wretched
stepmother to find. Until you can do that, you daren't even try to work magic here, for she will know,
and that will be no good thing at all."

Eleanor shuddered at the idea of her sepmother discovering such athing.

"And you should shiver," Sarah said, noting it. "Do believe mein that. It would be very, very bad for
you. Shewould bind you in so many spellsthat you would scarcely be able to walk without being under
compulsion, and | should not be able to do athing about them. Never forget that she isaMaster, and
until you have Mastery of your own, she can bind you by that finger benesth the hearthstone to whatever
shewills”

Eleanor glanced over at the hearth, and shuddered again. "1 won't forget,” she said, quietly.
"Then eat," the witch replied, "And well work tonight until you'retoo tired to carry on.”

And o they did, though to her credit, Sarah Chase helped with the washing up before they did. Over
and over again, Eleanor spun out the cinnamon-tasting, warm-red power of the Element of Firefrom the
crackling blaze on the hearth, and built it into an arching dome around herself, then sent the power back
into the hearth and erased dl traces of the energy from the very air around her. She wondered now why
she had never noticed the power before this, though; athough it was easier to see amid the flames of the
red fire, therewerewisps of it everywhere, like the last bresth of fog above the grass on aspring
morning, or the trailing bits of smoke above achimney. There were other colors of power there too, now
that she knew what to look for& mdash; awarm amber glow that was somehow as sweet as honey that
seemed to surround Sarah Chase like sunlight, a hint here or there of athread of blue or aflicker of
green& mdash;but none of them called to her asthat scarlet flame did.

There were severad Sdlamandersin the hearth-fire by now, and she felt their presence asafriendly and
encouraging warmth. That helped her when she fdtered, right up to the point at which she ran out of
energy atogether, and smply sat right down on the hearth and looked up at the witch with pleading in her
eyes. "l can't,” shesad, plaintively. "l&mdash;"

"Ah, then were finished for now!" Sarah exclaimed. " The one thing your mother dwaystold meisthat
Fireisthe most dangerous of the Elements; handleit cardesdy at your peril, iswhat she sad!"

"Shedid?' Eleanor glanced at the hearth; three little Sdlamanders coiled quietly amid the flamesand



blinked dow and deepy eyesat her. They didn't look dangerous& mdash;
But then, neither did abull, until you got into thefield and it charged you.

"Shedid." Sarah offered her hand; Eleanor took it, and the witch pulled her to her feet with surprising
drength. "Y ou Sit at the table for amoment, until you're feding liveier, then get yoursdf to your bed. Il
be back tomorrow at the same time, unless she's come back by then. And in that case& mdash;well, I'll
leave you a note in the wash-house. Oh, and any time yon Sdlamanders want to frisk about you, let them.
They'll do abit of dow hedling on you when they do. Give them amonth, maybe two, and they'll hedl
those scullery-maid's hands of yours.”

Eleanor nodded. Of dl the placesin and around The Arrows that Sarah could get to, the wash-house
wasthe safest to leave any such thing; Alison hadn't so much asset foot initin al thetime shed lived
here.

"Now, I'll let myself out, don't get up,” Sarah concluded cheerfully. "Maybe have yoursdf acup of tea
and a bit of toast before you go to bed." She picked up her basket, wrapped her shawl around her
shoulders, and suited her actionsto her words, dipping out into the night-shrouded garden and closing
the door after hersdlf.

Eleanor smply sat, and looked back at the hearth-fire again. The Sdamanders were il there, il
watching her, reminding her of nothing so much asatangle of kittens.

If kittens could be made of flames.
"Why didn't | ever see you before?' she wondered aoud.

She was shocked to her bones when the onein the middle raised its head, looked straight at her, and
answered her.

Because She was there, and you had not fought her power. Just atouch of scorn cameinto the
cregture's tone. Why should we show ourselves to one who would not fight for her own freedom?

It was agood question. "But | thought that | had& mdash;" she replied, dowly.

All three of them shook their heads negatively. Hating someone is not fighting them, the middle one
pointed out. You pushed, but pushing is not fighting, and you gave up too soon. Yesterday, you
fought. That was good. If you fight, we will help. But remember that if Earth can smother Fire,
Fire also can consume Earth.

Before she could say, or ask, anything ese, the Sdlamanders faded into the flames, and were gone.

March 18, 1917



London

THE ONE DISADVANTAGE OF BEING in London was that even the meals at the Savoy were
subject to rationing and shortages. However, if one was forced to pay lip-serviceto rationing and
shortages, at least the Savoy had excellent chefs, who could make agreat dedl out of very little. While
breakfast was something of a disappointment when compared to the same meal served three years ago, it
was il superior to virtudly anything being served anywheredseinthe city.

Still, as Alison regarded her plate with mild disapprova and wished& mdash;for just this moment of the
day, anyway& mdash;that she were back in Broom, the thought of her well-stocked pantry brought
something eseto mind. Thiswasthefirst time that Alison and the girls had stayed in London so long
sncethe cook had left. Eleanor was certainly breakfasting on crusts by now. The thought made her smile
alittle; the wretched girl was such a source of unnecessary complication that not even her usefulnessasa
servant outweighed it.

After breskfast, as Howse put the finishing touches on her hair, Alison wondered briefly if she ought to
do something about the girl back in Broom. It wouldn't do for her to starve. And dl adonefor so
long& mdash; wasit possible she might be able to get into mischief? Would anyone think to check the
house and find her?

Then she dismissed the thought. The girl had plenty of food in the way of potatoes, turnips, dried beans
and black bread, and she couldn't get out of the house and garden. No one knew she wasthere done, so
no onewould come looking for her. In fact, Alison was not entirely sure anyonein Broom fill
remembered her, except vaguely; other concerns occupied Broom now, asthey occupied most of
Britain. Therewasn't afamily in Broom that didn't have a |east one member fighting, wounded, maimed
or dead; most had severd. Fully half the jobsin Broom that had once been taken by men were now
being filled by women. On consideration, Alison doubted very much that anyonein the village ever
thought about Eleanor, even to wonder what had happened to her.

Besides, there were agreat many thingsthat could be done here that could not be done in Broom.
Warrick Lockewas very useful with his black-market connections, enabling her to get hold of al manner
of goodsthat were otherwise unobtainable, having them shipped home in discreet parcels marked as
"hessian," "beans," or "oats," or other things that were not in short supply. And it was not only convenient
to meet her solicitor here, it was safer. There were no prying eyes noting how often the man cameto see
her and how long he stayed. Mestings that happened too often made tongues wag in Broom, and she had
the image of arespectable widow to maintain if shewasto remain the top of the socia pyramid.

Not that the thought of taking Locke asalover ever crossed her mind. If she ever took alover, and that
was not likely, it would be someone who she could not buy with other coin, and the Situation would have
to have agreet ded of advantageinit for her.

Mind& mdash;once she got access to the socid circles of Longacre Park and the Hall-Wdll, that was for
the future, and Warrick was gill very useful. In fact, she had a meeting scheduled with him thismorning,
at aworking-class pub where no one knew either of them. So long as no Zepps or aeroplanes appeared
to drop bombs on Southwark, things should go smoothly.

She frowned into her mirror again, as Howse handed her the neat, mauve velvet hat she wanted, and she
pinned it on. One true disadvantage of being in London& mdash;it was within range of the Hun's
Zeppdinsand ‘planes. That was an annoyance, though Alison was sure enough of her power that she
was not concerned that she would fal victim to aHun bomb. But bombing raids threw such terror into
the populace that getting around in the vicinity of one afterwards was agrest trid, and one not
compensated for by the abundance of energies released by death and fear afterwards.



Shetook hersdf downdairs, after warning the girlsto remain in the hotel. Since the American boys had
left, and her girlsdidn't find walking or taking the 'bus or Underground amusing, even Carolyn was
inclined to obey without an argument. There were plenty of officers frequenting the tea-room and bar of
the Savoy; if they wished toflirt, all they had to do was go downdtairs.

Since Alison had arranged last night with the concierge to procure ataxi, there actudly was one waiting
for her without the need for magic. Though the ancient cabby looked at her abit oddly when she gave the
address, he made no comment.

Thetaxi deposited her on the doorstep of the pub without incident, dthough the arriva of the taxi itsalf
caused alittle stir among the loca loungers; these daysit was not the usua thing to seeataxi in
Southwark. Locke waswaiting for her, however, and escorted her into the pub and a private parlor he
had arranged for as per her request, and the short-lived moment of interest faded once they were inside.

The private parlor was quite small, scarcely larger than the booth whose high-backed seats framed a
window that didn't appear to have been washed for a decade, and looked asiif it dated back at least two
hundred years. The wood of the walls and the booth itsalf was nearly black with age, but the place was
comfortable enough. They placed an order for luncheon; fish and chips seemed to be the only thing that
was available, asthe girl said, gpologetically, over and over, " Sorry, miss. Rationing.”

"Robbie's got my motor car,” Locke announced as she settled hersdf in the ancient leather of the sest.
"I'll have him drop you either back at the hotel or somewhere across the river where you can get another
taxi, asyou prefer.”

She nodded. "Now what was it you wanted to see me about persondly?' she asked, with some
suspicion. "If it's about those American boys at the embassy, they've gone.”

Locke shook his head; histhick glasses glinted in the dim light. His poor eyesight was what had saved
him from the front; he was the next thing to blind without his spectacles, and though he might have been
accepted at this point had he volunteered, he was hardly inclined to do so. No one even gave him so
much as a sour look, with his disability so clear for anyone to see, and he saw no reason to throw hislife
away in thetrenches.

For which Alison was grateful. 1t would have been impossible to find another solicitor she could have let
in on her secrets, much less one as well-connected. In fact, if he was ever called up in despite of his
eyesght, she had alittle plan in mind to take out hisfoot or hisknee, thus rendering him completely
uselessasasoldier. It would be easy enough to find someone who would shatter a kneecap for afew
pounds; she hadn't given up al of her old contacts when shed married Robinson. She hadn't told Locke
about her plan, of course. He wouldn't have been pleased, eveniif it alowed him to escape conscription.

That is, shedidn't think he'd take such aplan wdll, but you never knew. He might have had aplan of his
own, like shooting himself in the foot. That one not only got you out of being conscripted, it got many a
man out of the trenches and home.

Robbie Christopher, his"hired man,” had gotten off by virtue of the fact that he could did ocate both
shouldersa will. Thetrick had not only comein handy for escaping conscription, but for escaping police

custody in the past.

Robbie was extremely useful to Locke, and not just asadriver and lifter of heavy objects. Robbie liked
fires. Locke sometimes arranged them. Robbie liked hearing other peoples bones break. L ocke went
places where his dight frame would attract unwel come attention without someone like Robbie around.
And it would not have surprised Alison at dl to learn that Locke also arranged for Robbie to bresk other
peoples bones for a consideration. Locke was clever enough to fix things so that Robbie could enjoy his



favorite pastimes without being caught. It was a profitable partnership, no doubt.

"No, | wanted to tell you in person that I've found aloopholein the law regarding your inheritance
problem, and | cannot believethat | didn't think of it sooner,” Locketold her, with an air of triumph. "All
we haveto do isto arrange for the girl to be rendered incapable of taking care of hersdf in some
permanent way, and when she's twenty-one the entire estate will be assigned to whoever is her guardian
and caretaker. Since you have been her guardian al thistime, that will be you, and that wretched solicitor
who isthe trustee of her fortune will have no moreto say about it."

Alison smiled, dowly. "What would you suggest?* she asked. Locke laughed, and leaned back, onearm
cast cardessy along the back of his side of the booth they shared. "My firgt thought wasto drive her
mad, of course," hereplied. " Since we wouldn't want the unwel come inquiries that an accident might
cause, and you certainly wouldn't want to leave her gtill capable of speaking for hersdf, so that lets out
breaking her back. Y ou're an Earth Master; you ought to have enough nasty beasties at your beck and
cal to do that. Thefact that she's got powers hersaf means shelll see them, doesn't it?”

Alison frowned dightly. "There are agreat many hobgoblins and wraiths that would do,” she admitted,
"But | don't liketo usethem. They're expensivein termsof power. Perhaps some other way& mdash;"

He shrugged. "We have ayear to plan it out. We should be able to think of something. Aren't there
poisons that make one mad? | seem to recal something about hatters& mdash;”

"Hmm. Mercury, | think." Alison tapped her cheek with one perfectly manicured nail. "Finding adose
that wouldn't kill her could be aproblem.”

A very nasty smile crept over Lockesface. "Y ou know," he said, leaning over the table and lowering his
voiceto dmost awhisper, "There are& mdash;the illnesses that one doesn't talk about in polite

society& mdash;that do the same thing." He raised an eyebrow. "1 could arrange for that & mdash;if you
could arrange for the disease to act rather more swiftly than it usualy does.”

Alison gtared at him for amoment, then suppressed smile of her own. "Now that is an interesting thought.
Especidly if | wereto lodge acomplaint with the police that she had run away, perhapswith asoldier,
and she wasto be brought back home by you very publicly, and in a& mdash;less than prigtine state.”

Locke spread his hands wide. " Sad thing, but an old story these days," he said. " Sheltered little
country-girl, handsomefellow, and Til marry you when | come home, but why should we wait? Men are
such cads”

"And she needn't even actudly leave the house," Alison said thoughtfully. "Carolyn bundlied in acloak
could stand in for her when you 'return’ her. No one would think twice about her not wanting to show her
face after such adisgrace.”

"The only thing I can think of that would cause a problem is& mdash;she il is showing Sgns of coming
into her power asaFire Mage, isn't she?' Locke asked. "And the nearer she getsto twenty-one, the
harder it will be to keep her suppressed.”

"Digtressingly true; mind you, |'ve seen no Sgns, no sgnsat al, that she's coming into any sgnificant
power, only that sheisn't ever burned, no matter what she does around fire," Alison replied, and pursed
her lips. "Still, al the more reason not to use magic to drive her mad. Much better to use something

purdy physcd."

Locke shrugged. "It'sdl oneto me; onewill be expensivein magicd coin, the other in real money. I'll
have to find the proper man& mdash; and it will have to be someone who wouldn't be missed, because



when thejob isover, if wewant to keep things quiet, Robbie will have to take care of him."
"Well, Robbie would enjoy that, wouldn't he?' She smiled silkily.

"And we dwaysliketo give Robbie hislittle pleasures.” Locke returned her smile. "Heissuch aloya
employee, and he asks so littlein return for so much.”

Deciding to proceed with caution, Alison el ected to have Robbie drop her at Victoria Station, and took a
taxi back to the Savoy. She was glad that she had; there was a messenger waiting for her in the lobby,
and the packet he handed to her in return for her Sgnature was sealed with Lord Alderscroft's signet.

Although she was impatient to see what wasinsde, she gave no outward Sgn; she tucked it under her
arm and took it upstairs.

Thiswas not just smple caution; the moment she touched the sedl, she had known it was not just a
physica protection againgt prying. So whatever lay within would be rendered unreadable if the sedl was
broken without the magica component being properly released. Not the wisest thing to do in apublic
place.

The girlswere at the window of the Sitting-room, putting charms on passers-by in the street below. They
had moved on from smple lust-charms; she noted with gpproval that they were dso distributing anger,
depression, and quarrel someness with an even hand. Not al the charms "took," of course, but every
failure was alesson in what not to do& mdash;or who not to do it to. There were those who had mere
touches of magic about them who were never touched by such things. It was best to learn to recognize
such people so that if one had to curse them, one would know to use a stronger spell.

Seeing that they were gainfully occupied, Alison moved to the little writing-desk and opened the
envelope, first tracing the counter-sigil on the sedl o that the contents would remain intact. She never
failed to fed amused a how those foolish men, with their silly White Lodge, refused to | et her past the
public rooms of their little club because she wasfemde. They were like schoolboys, with their "No Girls
Allowed" sgns& mdash;or cavemen, supergtitioudy afraid of the "unclean” woman!

As she had hoped, the |etter contained the dossier of the woman she was to impersonate. Alison Stanley,
of the Northumberland branch of the Stanleys, had died when the hospita ship Britannia, onwhich she
was anurse, had been torpedoed, but because no one had printed a new edition of Burke's since the war
began, shewould gtill be listed asliving. Early in the war, the casudty lists had been suppressed, so only
Alison Stanley'simmediate circle would be aware she was dead. Alison nodded with satisfaction. The
northern Stanleys were as poor as church micefor al their pedigree, what little income they got went
straight into trying to keep the roof on their ancient barn of amanor house patched, and no one from
Longacre would ever have met any of them.

Lord Alderscroft gave her the particulars of her "family;" it was numerous, and she was going to haveto
memorizeit dl laer.

And he enclosed aletter of introduction to Reggie's mother that made her smile widen. | have written
her ladyship myself, he said in his cover-note. Telling her about my "cousin” who was supposed to
have married a fellow called Robinson down there in or around Broom, and asking if she'd heard
of you, and if she had, would she ook you up to see that you were all right. The rest is up to you.
Reginald isn't likely to be discharged until May at the earliest, so you should have time to establish



yourself before he's brought to Longacre.
Shelaughed silently. If Alderscroft only knew how he was setting afox to guard the hend
However& mdash;

She rested her chin on her hand for amoment, as a complication occurred to her. Whatever shedid to
Eleanor, it would have to wait. She could not afford a scandal before she got one of the girls safely
married to Reggie. Afterwards& mdash;well, these things happened to the best of families these days, and
a any rate, Eleanor was not, strictly speaking, related in any way to her or her girls. The Fenyx family
would move heaven and earth to keep things hushed up. It was the way these things worked, after al.

So& mdash;plans for wretched Ellie must go to smmer. 1t wouldn't matter; Alison would get what she
wanted in the end.

She aways had, no matter who wasin her way.

At night, once dl the vistors were gone, but before most of the men fell adeep, was the easiest time of
Reggie'sday. That waswhen, freed, perhaps, by the dim light, and thefirst fuzziness of opiates, freed by
being just one more whisper in the dark, the men talked openly among themsalves of what they would
not tell anyone else.

There was anew patient in the bed to Reggiesright; a cavdry officer, with an empty deeve pinned
againg the breast of his pgamas. He had stared at the ceiling dl day, saying nothing, not even
whimpering when his dressings were changed. Now, suddenly, he spoke.

"Dontyouthink it'sardief?" hesad, with surprising darity, il staring a the celling.
Reggiethought, Do | think what is a relief? but the man continued before he could ask the question.

"Finaly& mdash;no more ruddy show for the folks back home. No pretending it'sall beer and skittlesand
no one ever gets hurt. Not that they don't know, of course, because they do, but you have to pretend
anyway. No reckoning how much life you're going to pack into aninety-six hour leave ‘cause it might be
the last one you get, while pretending it's nothing much. No more careful lettersthat don't let on. No
more wondering if you're going to do afunk. It's over, the worst has happened.” He did sound relieved.
Reggie swalowed, his mouth gone dry. Maybe for his neighbor, the worst had happened.

"That part'sardief,” someone else agreed, out there in the dimness.
"No more guns," someone else moaned. "All day and al night-pounding, pounding, pounding& mdash;"
"Ah," said Reggie's neighbor in an undertone. "FBI. I'd've done afunk six weeks ago if I'd been FBI."

Reggieturned his head, took in the neat moustache and what he could see of the other man'sremaining
hand, and made aguess.

"Cavdry?' he suggested.

The other findly turned his head and looked at Reggie. "Most useless waste of man and horseflesh on
God'sown earth,” the other agreed, and though the voice was cheerful, the bleak expression on the
man'sface gaveit thelie. " Should have put my horse on agun-carriage and mein atrench. All we existed



for wasto be shot to pieces. All they could think to do with us was send us across the wire again and
again and | et the machine gunshave us."

Reggie winced. The cavdry had not fared well in the war. And the face on the pillow of the bed next to
hiswas, behind its brave moustache, disturbingly young.

"My brother's FBI; told me enough about it before he caught it that | knew | wouldn't last aday,” the
youngster continued. "Thought, since | was a neck-and-nothing rider, I'd try the cavalry. |," he concluded
bitterly, "wasanidiot. All aman on ahorseisout thereisagrand target.”

"But theworst isover," Reggie suggested, echoing the young man's own words.

"Oh, yes, theworst isover." The young man sSghed, with asuggestion of agroaninit. "If | keeptdling
myself that, | should sart believing it soon.”

He blinked owlishly a Reggie, then looked back up at the calling; another moment, and hiseyelids
drooped, and he fell adeep.

Out in the ward, the whispering went on.

"& mdash;watched that gas coming closer and closer; couldn't move, didn't dare, had amachine gun
above usto get anybody that bolted that took out two of my men that tried& mdash;"

" & mdash;one minute, passing me asmoke, the next, head gone& mdash;"

"&mdash;arm sticking out of the trench wall. Men used to give it a handshake as they went
past& mdash;"

"& mdash;sweet Jesus, the smdll! If | can just get it out of my nose for aminute& mdash;”

"The smel&mdash;" Reggie repeated, with complete understanding. No one who had not been in the
trenches understood what that meant. He hadn't not really, until he'd been buried in abunker. One part,
the stink of aged mustard gas. One part, stagnant water. One part, rat urine, for the rats were
everywhere and only agas attack got rid of them. One part, unwashed human body, for what wasthe
point of washing when you were standing knee-deep in stagnant water? And one part dead and rotting
human flesh. When somebody died, you gathered up as much asyou could of him to bury& mdash;but
sometimes your trenches were dug across an old buria-field, or sometimes, when abomb or abarrage
had hit the trench directly, there were so many bits scattered about that you just cleaned up what you
could and dumped what might remain after the stretcher-bearersleft into ahole. It wasn't the first time
that Reggie had heard astory like the hand and arm sticking out of atrench-wall. Soon enough, you got
numb to seeing thingslike that. Especidly if you werein the FBI.

But that stink never left you. It got in your nose, in your hair, lodged in your memory until you couldn't
draw afree breath anymore.

Y et hisexposure it had been s0 brief& mdash;many of the officersin thisward had lived with it for
weeks, months. Maybe they got used to it.

Maybe they just got numbto it.
"Know what the redl relief is? Not having to bloody lie to the boys anymore.”

That was another new voice, atired, tired voice from the other side of his new neighbor. Reggie got
himsdlf up on his ebow and peered through the gloom.



It was, indeed, a new man& mdash;older than Reggie, old enough to have been Reggie'sfather, in fact.
Oh, God, hethought in sudden recollection. They've raised the conscription age to fifty, haven't
they? One eye was bandaged; in fact, half his head was bandaged on that side, and his shoulder aswell.

"I mean,” the man continued, doggedly, "They'rejust kids, and they believe you when you tdll them that
bunk about ‘one more push’, ‘over the top and on to Berlin.' They tell youto tell it to these kids, and you
do, and you know you'e lying to them, that you're dl going over the top and nothing is going to change
except that haf of them aren't going to be in the trench when you scramble back. Cod how | hate the
lying& mdash;"

There were uncomfortable murmurs, but no one disagreed with him. What was treason to say on the
front was of little matter in the ward. What was the War Department going to do, anyway? Line up alot
of men with empty deeves and empty pant-legs and shoot them? Especidly when they were only tdlling
thetruth?

Insanity. Pure insanity& mdash;the generds a the rear giving the same orders, over and over and over
again, regardiess of thefact that al those orders did wasto kill afew thousand men and maim afew
thousand more without winning back an inch of ground. Reggie lay back down and stared at the celling
himsdlf, seeing the future stretching on, bleak and full of desth. He had the sudden notion that thiswas
never going to end, not until the generals found there was no oneto put in the trenches but toddlers and
senile old men. Or until one Side or another found some weapon so vile, so destructive, that it would
sweep from the Western Front to the Eastern Front in a path of lunatic carnage, leaving nothing alive on
the entire continent... and he no longer had theillusion that such aweagpon, if found, would not be used.
Give aman who saw hisfellow men as markers on aboard such awegpon, and he would useit, and
damn the consequences, and there were plenty such men on both sides of this conflict.

"I'mtired," said the man who had said he hated lying. "I want& mdash;"

But neither Reggie, nor anyone dse, was ever to find out what he wanted, for he suddenly shivered all
over so that the bed rattled, and then lay terribly till.

A deathly quiet settled over the ward, aquiet in which Reggie heard a steady thumping as of distant
thunder. The sound of the guns across the Channel, carried on the wind.

Someone cleared histhroat. "Poor bastard,” said someone else, in avoice of detached pity. "He's out of
it now."

"Maybe& mdash;" Reggie began, then kept the rest of what he would have said behind histeeth, and
listened to the barrage faling, somewhere& mdash; somewhere& mdash;out in the darkness.

Eventually the nurse made her rounds, discovered the death, and an orderly brought screensto put up
around the bed. That had never made sense to Reggie; what difference did screens make? Everyone
knew the poor blighter was dead. The presence of the screens only confirmed that. A metal frameand a
bit of cloth was not going to create theillusion that he was till dive.

A VAD girl put out dl of thelamps but the one at her duty-station; and Reggie steded himsdlf for the
night. Night was the worst. Night, when the ward closed in around him, when the men drifted off into
drugged dumber, and there was no one consciousto talk. He wasn't supposed to get morphiato deep,
but it was the only way he could deep, because those horrible things that had tormented him had comein
the dark, and even though he didn't have magic to attract them anymore, helay in fear that they would
comefor him, anyway, that they would know him without magic and come for him. They'd come out of
the shadows and surround him, and take him back under the ground, under the tifling ground, and the
torture would begin again. Thelong, thin, fingers, dry and rustling, that had clutched at his



throat& mdash;the heavy, leaden weight pressing down on his chest& mdash;thelidless, glowing eyesin
the darkness& mdash;the fetid ooze that had dripped into his face from mouths with swollen tongues
protruding from between stained brown teeth& mdash;

He clutched the blanket with both hands and stared at the ceiling, willing his eyesto stay open, unableto
move, as he had been unable to move then, completely pardyzed. His heart pounded like the distant
guns, shaking him. The VAD girl passed and looked at him; he tried to open his mouth to ask for help,
for water, for anything to keep her therefor a precious few moments, but his body no longer answered to
him. He couldn't scream, couldn't speak, couldn't even whisper. Fear flooded him. There was nothing in
hisworld but fear and the darkness, the darkness that was dowly eroding that |ast circle of light at the
end of theward, and when it was gone, they would come, and they would take him asthey had dways
wanted to do.

Or worse, the nurse would think he was dead, she would tell the orderlies and they would come and take
him away and put him, sill living and unable to show it, in the ground, and then& mdash;

& mdash;then, with a sudden spasm, he could breathe again, and move. The fear receded& mdash;not
much, but enough for relief.

With an effort, he threw the memories off, and Stared fixedly a awavering spot on the celling, cast by the
dim lamp. They weren't here. The wights, the wraiths, the goblins of the Earth, they weren't here.

They could never find him. He had nothing about himsdlf to tell them where he was.

Hewasn't an Elemental Mage anymore. They couldn't touch him, they couldn't see him, they couldn't find
him. It was magic that called them, and he had given hisup, burned it out, walled it away. He had no
magic, nothing for them to find, and without that to call them, they wouldn't find him. No matter what
those lipless mouths had whispered into his ear in the dark of that buried bunker.

S0 he kept tdling himsdlf, shivering under his blanket, long past the time when the orderlies came and
took away the body on astretcher and carried off the screens, long past the time when anew, groaning
body was placed in the newly changed bed, right into the moment when gray dawn began to creep
across the windows. And then, only then, could helet go hishold, and fall, sensdess, into exhausted
dumber.

March 18, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

EYES NARROWED IN CONCENTRATION, ELEANOR knelt in front of the kitchen fire and stared
at the hearthstone directly before her, willing the symbol that she knew was magicaly embedded there to
appear. As shedid so, shefdt athin trickle of power flowing from her to it, a sensation that was



unsettlingly like blood flowing from awound.

Thiswasthefirgt time she had dared try anything with the spdll binding her to the house. Every time she
meddled with one of Alison's spellsin order to bend it even alittle and change the conditions by which it
held, she got this sensation. Sarah said it was because she wasn't yet able to get power from outside
hersdf.

The spells guarding the pantry were weak, easy to bend enough that she could walk through them just by
sheer willpower, because Alison had not troubled hersalf about them very much. Because this particular
piece of magic had been laid using her flesh, blood, and bone, it was one of the strongest spellsin the
house, and if she actudly broke it, no matter how far away her ssepmother was, Alison would fed the
backlash and know what had happened.

She had asked Sarah why they couldn't smply dig up the stone and destroy the finger (or what was | ft
of it), but Sarah had blanched. "Don't even think of trying that," the witch had said earnestly. "It would kill
both of us. The layers of protection she has on that stonewould fell acharging eephant. It'snot likeina
fary tae, child, wheredl you need do isfind the thing and berid of it. No magician worth his salt would
put hismgor spdlsin place without protections.”

That left the difficult task of ingnuating around the protections and the spell itsdlf, of twisting and distorting
the original spell to give Eleanor more freedom, until the spell snapped back to its origina form. Sarah
could show Eleanor how to work the magic that would lengthen Eleanor'sinvisible chain for afew hours,
but Eleanor was going to have to learn how to actualy perform the magic for herslf.

Her shidding circle of protection was small, just big enough to hold her and the stone. It was agood thing
shewasn't claustrophobic; she could actually fed the boundaries of the circle pressing in on her.

There must be something missing here. Why can't | finish this thing? She stared down at the stone,
and tried to remember what had |et her get into the pantry& mdash,

| was angry. Would that help? Shelet some of her anger and impatience trickle down into it long with
the power. And that turned the trick; the firgt hints of a sullen glow appeared on the dull, grainy surface of
the rock, then the glyph came dowly tolife, asif painted in lines that burned with malevolence.

She knew now it would make her ill merely to touch it with afinger. Fortunately, she wouldn't have to.

With twigs of oak, ash and thorn bound together into awand, she traced the lines of the
glyph& mdash;and the closer she got to the end of her tracing, the harder it was, physicdly, to move the
wand, the more the nasty thing faded back into the stone, blurring. . . .

It was asif theair had become thick and gluey, and the stone itsalf was trying to take hold of the end of
the wand and keep it from moving any further. Thelast few fractions of aninch took al her strength.

The moment shefinished thetracing, dl resistance to her movement vanished, the glowing glyph
evaporated, and she bent over her own knees, panting with exertion. Her arms trembled and ached, and
shefdt asif she had been trying to push Sisyphuss stone up the hill in hell.

But it was worth the effort& mdash;for afew hours, at least, she would be free to |eave the house now.

She took the sprig of rosemary that she had plucked from the garden, brokeit in half, and laid haf of it
on the stone, putting the other half inside her bodice where she could smdll it. For aslong asthe rosemary
was unwithered, she would be free of the spell. The withering of the two sprigs of herb would be her
signd that she had about a quarter-hour to get back inside the boundaries set about the house. Sarah had



not been ableto tell her what would happen if she didn't get back intime; "1 know you'll be pulled back,
anddl | can say," she had opined, "isthat you'l regret it, for fair."

Thinking about her stepmother’'s temper, and her pleasurein the pain of others, Eleanor decided that she
didn't want to chance it. Tucking the wand into a pocket along the seam of her skirt where it would be
hidden, she dispelled her protective circle and stood up.

"Well done," said Sarah, sounding quite pleased. "Now, since you've donethisfor thefirst time, you'l be
fair usdless for magic today& mdash;so what would you like to be doing?”

"But how am | going to learn anything& mdash;" she began, feding darm.

Sarah shushed her, shaking her head. "Don't get yoursdlf in apother; after this, ‘twill be much easier each
timeyou free yoursdf.

Y ou've made the spell answer to your will now. Y ou've put your bit of abrick in the door; it can't entirely
closenow. D'ye see?'

She nodded; she did see. "Then& mdash;Sarah, can we get help somehow?' She swalowed hard. If only
someone would believe her in the village& mdash;

But Sarah shook her head. "Therés no magiciansin thevillage at dl but me, and no one elseisgoing to
see past the spells she's got in place about you to keep people from recognizing you or believing you."
She bit her lower lip. "Wel, someone who was completely shielded would, but my

dear& mdash;someone with that sort of shielding would be aMaster. Those spells were set with your
blood too, and | don't know where or how."

Eleanor closed her eyesfor amoment to swallow down her bitter disgppointment. "I don't remember
anything," she admitted.

"Y ou wouldn't. She probably set them outside the house, with the rags she used to clean up the kitchen
after shetook off your finger," Sarah said. " Otherwise people wouldn't be thinking that you're up at
Oxford. Alison's set the spell to make anyone as sees you think you're some daft little servant girl she got
through some charity place.”

"That's what the servants we used to have thought,” she said, dowly. "So eveniif | could make people
understand what I'm saying to them, they are still going to think I'm mad.” If she hadn't spent the last
three yearsin complete misery, she might have been thrown into despair by this crushing of her hopes.
"WEell, look a mel" Shelaughed bitterly, because no onewould ever have recognized the old Eleanor
Robinson, pampered and petted, in the work-worn, shabby creature she was now. "Even without a spell,
no onewould know me! People don't look past clothing much, do they?"

Sarah shook her head. "I'm sorry, love, no they don't. She doesn't need a spell to make you look likea
scullery maid, does she?'

Eleanor felt the sting of tearsin her eyes, and rubbed at them angrily with the back of her hand. Thiswas
alesson in humility she hadn't thought she needed, and yet& mdash;when she thought of dl thetimes she
had looked right past anyone who was dressed as alow servant, expecting only to hear, at mog, a
low-voiced and humble"Morning, miss" paying no atention whatsoever to anything e se that might come
out of that person's mouth& mdash;

Oh, she had plenty of excusesfor hersalf! That she couldn't help how she'd been brought up, that even
the old vicar had on occasion preached sermons about knowing one's place& mdash;



Yes, but& mdash; Just becauise you were taught something didn't makeit right.

She looked down at her work-worn hands. They were a bit better now, knuckles not quite so swollen,
cracks hedling, but she would never lose the muscle and the callus and have dainty lady's hands again.
She might aswell be one of them now, because that was what she looked like, and that was what
everyone who saw her would think she was. Servants. The lower classes. Inconsequentia, to be silent
until spoken to, never to venture an opinion, much less disagree with what their betters said. Of course,
they were too ignorant to know what was good for them. That waswhy God had placed othersin
authority over them, wasn't it? And the hierarchy of master over servant didn't end there, of course,
because the servants themselves had their own hierarchy of greater and lesser, each classlording it over
the one beneath. And on what justification? Because you were born into aparticular family!

"Gad, Sarah, why don't they dl rise up in the night and dit our throats?" she cried, looking up.

Sarah didn't seem at al confused by the outburdt. "I'm told." she said dryly, "That's what they're doing in
Roosha. So the papers say. So Mad Ross says.”

Shewas digtracted for amoment. "Ross Adhley isdtill herein the village? Trying to make usal
socidists?' Even before the war Ross had been notoriousin Broom, with hismembership in the Clarion
Cycling Club, his socidist pamphlets and lectures, going about the country on hisbicycle and standing up
on soaphoxes at church fetes and country fairsand singing "The Red Flag" at thetop of hislungs at every

opportunity.

Sarah nodded, hdf wryly, haf in sympathy. "Oh, aye. Got conscripted, like everyone el se, discharged
last year, lost hdf hisleft hand when hisrifle exploded, and lucky it didn't take dl of it and hisface, too.
Got aquarter interest in abicycle shop now with Alan Vockamith. Alan'srifle blew up too; helost an

eye"

The distraction served its purpose; she lost that first, hot rush of anger. She looked up at Sarah, setting
her jaw. "If | can ever break thismagic, maybel'll help him,” shesaid. "But first, | haveto bregk free.”

"That you do." Sarah stood up and brushed off her gpron. "Let's make thefirst sart.”

Her firgt feding when she walked out of the garden gate was of dishelief, combined with arush of such
eation that shefelt giddy. She had not been outsde of those wallsfor so long that the commonplace
street seemed as exotic as Timbuktu. Shewasfree! At long last, she wasfree, free to stand on the stret,
free to wander where she wanted, free to& mdash;

But as shelooked up and down the street& mdash;and just across the street from the garden gate, where
thelargest of the village pubs stood& mdash;she got the feeling that something was not right.

But what wasit?

"Wait& mdash;" she said to Sarah, standing beside the garden wall, staring around her, trying to identify
what it was that made the familiar Street seem so unfamiliar. There were no children playing, but that was
scarcely it; first of al, it was cold again, overcast and raw, and second, it was aschool day. Little ones
wouldn't be outside on anasty day likethis. No, it wasn't the absence of children& mdash;

Then, suddenly, as the postman came around the corner, and she saw, not trousers but a skirt, a post
woman, she understood with a hideous fedling of shock what it was that was bothering her.



There were no men.
There were no men anywhere to be seen.
Not opening up the pub, not making deliveries, not making repairs, not carrying the post.

And suddenly, dl those noticesin the papersthat she read without redlly understanding them became
solid and redl in her mind. Conscription age dropped to seventeen. Conscription age raised to fifty. No
defermentsfor only sons, for fathers of young children, for students. No deferment for religious
objections. No deferments except for what the War Department considered to be "vital work in the
nationd interest” and severe physica impairment. Go to War or go to prison: that was your choice.

England was a nation of women now, sprinkled with old men, boys, and those whose wounds were too
serious, too incapacitating to alow them back into the army.

Shefollowed Sarah, numb, feding akind of cold chill creeping over her as she passed the small street of
the shops and saw women behind the counters, women making the ddliveries. And inthe

shops& mdash;the butcher shop had hardly anything on display, most of the bread in the bakery wasthe
same, heavy, rye and oat bread that she ate, and there were more bare placesin the tiny grocery than
there were goods. When she contrasted those shelves with the onesin Alison's cellar and pantry, she was
gppalled. Where was Alison getting her treats? Not in Broom& mdash,

Everywhere there was akind of emotiond pall that had nothing to do with the weather. It was asif there
was no hope anymore in Broom& mdash;

But for al of that, thelittle talk that she overheard was not about the war, not about the lost loved ones.
That bleak December when her father had died, that was all that anyone could talk about. Who had
gone, where they were, that the war would surely soon be over& mdash; hushed whispers about the
daughter at Mons and other places, with glances over the shoulder asif to talk of such thingswould bring
disaster down upon one's own loved ones, or asif it were treasonous to even suggest that things were
not going well. Teas and entertainments were being planned for boysin training at nearby camps, there
wastalk of volunteer work, of partiesto knit scarves and roll bandages& mdash,

There was none of that now. Just sharp-voiced complaints about the price of butter and the impossibility
of getting sugar& mdash;of having to make do on thin rations, and the talk of further privations. Of the
impossibility of getting servants, of the only help at the farm being Land Girls. Of longing for spring "when
at least welll have our veg garden and won't fed the pinch so& mdash;™

Ordinary talk, unless you heard the barely repressed hysteria or depression under the words, the attempt
to cover up hopelessness with chatter about nothing. She ghosted along in Sarah's wake, and now saw
the signs of actud, physicd privation in some places, of sunken cheek and waistbandstoo large, and
reglized shewasn't just seeing the effect of lack of luxuries, she was seeing real hunger.

And if that were 50, in the country, where people were likely enough skirting the rationing by hiding pigs
in the forest, geese and ducks on the farm-ponds, chickens, pigeons, and rabbitsin the garden, reporting
lessmilk than their cows actualy gave& mdash;what wasit likein the city?

She felt battered, actudly battered, by revelation after crue revelation. She couldn't have managed to
Speak to any of these familiar strangers, even if she hadn't been walled off from them by appearance and
spdl. Shedidn't know them. These were not her people. They were some odd breed of changdling that
looked superficidly like her old neighbors, but who were mere shells, filled with despair, over which a
cracking veneer of commonplace was held in place by afading will to pretend that everything was all
right.



Sarah glanced soberly at her from timeto time, but said nothing. She only led the way to her little cottage,
propped up on either side by larger Tudor buildings, and opened the door to let them both inside,
hanging up her plain brown wool shawl on the peg beside the door.

Onceinside, Eleanor put her back to the wal and stared at Sarah increduloudy. "Why didn't you tell
me?" she blurted, wanting nothing more than to bolt back to the safety of her kitchen where the privations
of the years had not penetrated, and where she could pretend that nothing outside the walls had changed.

"Would you have believed me?' Sarah countered, stirring up thefirein her tiny fireplace and putting
another log onit. "Could | havetold you in any way that you would have believed? Y ou've been seeing
some of the papers, now and again, I'm sure."

Eleanor collapsed into the old wooden chair that Sarah indicated, handslimply in her lgp. "But& mdash;"
shesaid, heplesdy. "But that doesn't tell you& mdagh;”

"Because no one wants the truth to be printed in the papers,” Sarah said cruelly. "If they did, it'd belike
Rooshadl over again. Or so them fellowsin the government think."

"How many?' Eleanor asked, feding numb.
"How many what?" Sarah responded.

"l didn't see any men& mdash;" she began. Sarah nodded. "Most of them& mdash;well; wethink they're
gl dive, though some haven't been heard fromin afair while" she said, sadly. "But then again, it'sone
thing to come home on leave when you live in London or you've ready in your pocket. 'Tis quite another
when al your pay comes home, and you haven't the money for atrain ticket when they giveyou leave.”
She sighed. "I don't know but what you'll not recognize the names& mdash; Matt Brennan lost aleg. Ross
Ashley you know lost hishand and Alan Vocksmith hiseye. Michael Kabon& mdash;that's the butcher
that camein after you were bespelled, finding we hadn't one& mdash;he's al scarred up outside and in
from gas. Jack Samburslost an arm, Eric Whitcomb hiswits. Then the ones aswon't be home at
al&mdash;" Shetook adeep breath. "They're on the monument that got put up at the Church. Bruce
Gulken, Thomas Golding, John McGregor, Danid Heistand, Jock Williamson, William Williamson,
Danie Linden, Harry Brown the baker, and Sean Newton. Sean'sthe latest; his mum just heard last
week."

Each namefél like astone into the silence. So& mdash;it was Pamela Brown at the bakery now, not her
husband. Eleanor redly hadn't known most of them, but Willie Williamson had been one year older and
one of the boys who had hero-worshipped Reggie Fenyx, and Sean Newton had used to ask her to
dance at village fetes. Danid Heistand had been another of Reggie's devoted followers, and had always
frowned at her so fiercely when she was the one who got to pull the wheel-chocks away. . . .

Not coming home. Or maimed so badly no one would put them back out again. Horrible. Horrible. What
wasthat, athird of the men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-fivein this village? Sean& mdash;
Sean had been hiswidowed mother's only child. She shook her head; it hurt, even to think about. "It's
never going to end, isit?' she asked, faintly. "It'sjust going to go on and on and on until there are no men
left in England& mdash;”

Sarah only sighed, and closed her eyes, her shoulders hunched asif she found the weight of it dl too
much to bear. "'l don't pretend to see the future," she replied, sadly. "But the present is nasty enough to
worry about. Even Mad Ross come home al grim and quiet. No more riding about, hardly ever makesa
gpeech, unlessit'sin the pub and he's had some courage in him. The ones as came home, well, they don't
talk to their wives and they don't talk to their sweethearts, they just Sit in pub and Stare at wall.
Shellshocked, they call it. | cdl it that they've seen too much to bear and stay entirely sane. They don't



talk about tomorrows, either, and aman what won't plan for tomorrow isaman who believes hewon't
seeit. That'swhat you fed on the village; that's what come home from the war with the onesthat did
come home. Nobody thinks about tomorrow if they can help it. Nobody. Church and chapd, they're
both dike. Stopped praying for victory, they have; now they just pray for it to be over and have no faith
it ever will. | sSposeit's easier to whinge about not having beef and the cost of butter than it isto have

hope.”
Eleanor shuddered. "What isgoing on over there?" she whispered. "What isit?’

"l don't know," Sarah said, Staring deeply into the fire on her hearth, asif searching therefor answers.
"But I'll tel you thismuch. Whatever it is, it eatsaman's soul. They talk to each other, them ascame
home, but never to the rest of us."

She had thought to walk about the village; now she couldn't bear theidea. "I'm going to seeif | can get as
far asthe agroplanefidd at Longacre," she said, standing up. "I'll do it now, while the spdll's till fresh.”

Sarah just nodded. "Mind thewind," was dl she said. "Y ou can borrow that shawl by the door, if you'd
like"

Eleanor hadn't thought to bring a shawl when they |eft the kitchen, and for amoment, she looked at the
plain, shabby garment with the disfavor the old Eleanor might have& mdash;

Oh, who and what am | to be so picky? she asked hersdlf. "Thank you, Sarah, if it'sno
inconvenience& mdash;”

"l won't be going out before you're back,” Sarah said with certainty. Eleanor paused with one hand on
the door.

"Sarah& mdash;what isit you do?" she asked, bewildered. "For aliving?' She couldn't beer it if Sarah
was teetering on the edge of poverty.

Sarah laughed. "What, no one ever told you? I'm the district nurse and licensed midwife! Never adoctor
between here and Stratford almogt, especialy now, so | do for al of those that need smpletending.” She
nodded at Eleanor'ssilent "oh" of understanding. "It'swhat my sort does now. Hidein plain sight. People
cal me'witch," they're joking& mdash; and I've license to cure as much of their illsasI'm able. | do well
enough. Better than some& mdash;most of my patients are farm folk, and barter is better for them than
money, so | get some of that butter and beef no one ese can find. And it's ahelp to have enough of the
magic that | have agood sense of when I'll be needed, and often as not, where. So shoo& mdash;off with
you, find out how far you can go. Nobody'll call me out until after dark, when you had best be back in
your kitchen."

"Thank you," Eleanor told her, then wrapped the heavy shawl around hersdlf, pulling it up over her head,
and went back out onto the street. It smelled pleasantly of lavender, and was softer than it looked. No
one gave her asecond look; she had the fedling thiswas part of the magic her ssepmother had put on her.
People wouldn't [ook at her, probably, unlessthey actualy bumped into her.

Weéll, that was one thing working like adavey al these years had done for her& mdash;awak she would
have quailed at four years ago was nothing. She set off up the road, heading for Longacre, to see how far
she could get before she was stopped.

The village wastiny; five minutes, and she was off cobbles and onto hard-packed earth, rutted by farm
carts and marked by hooves, passing between farm fields she had known dl her life. Hedgerows showed
alack of tending that would have been shocking three years ago. It wastoo early for planting, but the



meadows were full of cattle and sheep, the only creatures that looked to be prospering at prewar levels.
As she passed the Gulkens dairy-farm& mdash; Theresa's now, alone& mdash; she heard Louis Blug's
ghrill whistle, and saw the cattle raise their heads and begin to amblein the direction of the milking-barn.
So Louis, probably around about sixty now, was old enough to escape conscription; though she didn't
know Theresa except as the supplier of butter and milk, she still felt an absent sort of rdief. Hard enough
to find yoursdlf awidow, but how could one woman keep up abusy dairy farm by herself? Louis,
however, she knew from her rambles about as a child; awayswith akitten in his pocket, for cats and
dairy farmswent together like clotted cream and jam. He could never bear to drown the kittens, and was
awayslooking for homesfor them. The thought of him going off to the horror that thiswar must be was
an obscenity, he, who couldn't bear to kill akitten. At least he'd been spared that.

Beyond the dairy-farm was the Scroggins orchard, and again, with rdlief, she saw another bit of
normality. Brian Scroggins was out, checking the apple trees, with hiswife Tracy in the next row, and
Briannaand Zach picking up every twig of falen applewood they could carry. Everyone liked a bit of
applewood on their fire, and applewood-smoked bacon and ham were atreat; no wasting in Brian
Scroggins orchard. But he couldn't befifty. How had he escaped being called up? Oh& mdash; as Brian
plodded like a donkey dong the row of trees, head down, she remembered. He was so short-sighted as
to be dmost blind; Tracy did anything that required reading and writing. Just aswell. If anyone dared to
cal up the maker of the best scrumpy in the county, she didn't doubt theré'd be an uprising. . . .

She trudged along the road, pulling the shawl out of the grip of thewind. Thelovely weather afew days
ago had been alig, it had. There might even be snow tonight. Or if rain, it would beice-edged.

Across from the Scroggins was the farm of Joanne and Michadl Van, and here it was painfully clear that
al was not as norma. There was no sign of Michaedl, who surdy must bein France now, and al of the
figures picking stonesin the field were femae. One was probably Joanne, but no Broom native had red
hair of the sort that flamed under one of the scarves, nor the midnight-black bob of another of the girls.
Were these Land Girls, young women who volunteered to work on farms and take the place of the
absent farmers? If so, they were Eleanor'sfirst sight of the breed, and for al the complaints of how they
were lazy or vamps out to tease the country boys, they seemed to know their job well enough, and they
were sensbly clothed in heavy coats, boots, and long, warm skirts.

Findly, the last farm before the fields belonging to L ongacre began, was the Samburs sheep farm. And
as she trudged up the road, she saw Sarah hurrying after amae figure with one deeve pinned up to his
chest, supporting himself with a stick, following two sheepdogs with more determination than steadiness.
But she didn't call after him, did Sarah, nor did she take over the direction of the shegpdogs. She seemed
more like one of the dogs herself, waiting to see what her hushand wanted, then doing it, without aword,
just asdlent, just asfaithful. You do for yourself, she seemed to say, until you can't do no more. |
know you have to.

It made tears spring into Eleanor's eyes, and she had to turn away and hide her face in the shawl. Thelast
thing she wanted to do was et ether of them catch thissign of her pity. They likely got more than enough
of itasitwas.

But neither of them looked in her direction as she hurried past, the cold, raw wind plastering her skirtsto
her legs. All of his attention was on the dogs and the sheep, and dl of herswas on him.

Eleanor passed their farmhouse, and more of their fields, dotted with sheep, who raised their heads and
looked at her with their foolish faces when she passed.

And then& mdash;the hedgerows became fences, marking the beginning of the fields of Longacre.



She paused for amoment at the side of the road; these were grazing fields too, but for horses, not cattle
or sheep, the hunters of Longacre Park. The grasswas thick and rank here, for the horses were gone,
goneto thewar, to pull gun-carriages, not leap fencesin the hunt. Only off in the distance were three old,
gray-nosed fellows, too old to be of use across the Channdl.

She had gotten thisfar. Could she possibly get so far asthe field where Reggie had kept his aeroplane?

She trudged on, past the horse field, past one of the woods kept stocked with pheasant for the shooting
Season. Was there till a shooting season”? Did anyone come out to hunt, or were they al hunting men
now in the trenches? And then, the second field; she climbed over the stile and down into it. The grass
was up to her knees, but thiswasit; thiswas Reggiesfidd.

She could walk here, just.

Trembling alittle, and feding the pull start, she paused beside the old shed, empty and falling to pieces,
where the aeroplane had lived. No sign of it now, beyond a discarded and broken propeller, some bits
and bobs of wing-struts and a haf-rotten roll of canvasinsde. Shelingered aslong as she could, but the
pull homewards became more ing stent with each passing minute, and when she pulled out the rosemary
Sorig, it was clearly beginning to wither.

But she turned her back on the place and headed back in the growing gloom with no real sense of
disappointment. She had gotten this far& mdash;and this place held nothing but melancholy, as sad and
abandoned as the places in the village where the men used to gather and socidize.

Enough despair for one day. Timeto go back to Sarah, and try to scrape up enough hopeto carry on her
ownfight.

April 3,1917
Broom, Warwickshire

"NOW WE MUST PLAY THESE cardsdowly and carefully, girls," Alison said, asthe three of them sat
over alight luncheon of potted-shrimp sandwiches and teacakes. The girls had taken up smoking whilein
London, and were indulging in malicious enjoyment asthey ruined their leftovers with ash and stubs. So
much for the stepsster grazing on what was left. Oat-bread and bean soup was more than good enough
for her.

Alison reflected for amoment on the quiet occupant of the kitchen. That wretched girl Eleanor didn't
seem any the worse for having been |eft on her own for longer than usual, and in fact, the absence
seemed to have made her more subdued. This was a pleasant devel opment. More than that, it now
seemed more likely that Alison would find away to render her into a helpless object without having to
resort to any of Locke's complicated schemes.



While she had initidly been in favor of theidea, Alison didike complication intensely. The smpler the
plan, the better, for the lessthere was that was likely to go wrong. She didn't liketheideaof bringingina
Sranger, who certainly would be acrimind, and thus, unrdiable. Criminds often thought they would be
clever and turn on the one who had hired them.

The more she thought about it, the more she began to believe that in dedling with the girl Eleanor, it was
probably better not to bring Locke or any of hisfriendsintoit at dl. After dl, she was an Earth Master.
There ought to be some way for an Earth Master to damage someone's mind irreparably. And much as
shewould enjoy Eleanor's pain, there were other waysto extract the same pleasure.

Shetook areflective sip of her tea, and returned her attention to the subject at hand.

"By now, thefirst letter will have been received up at Longacre Park," she continued, "But we must not
give an appearance of being too eager to make this connection. The opposite, in fact; the last thing we
wishisto make it seem asif we are pursuing the Fenyx family. Remember, | dlegedly married far below
me, and | might find that fact uncomfortable. In fact, we must appear to be& mdash;"

"Diffident?" suggested Carolyn. " Shamefaced?' was Lauraleg's choice,

"Diffident,” Alison replied decidedly, which made Carolyn smirk and Lauraee pout atrifle. "These days
thereis nothing shameful about repairing agreet line's fortunes by marrying into trade. The only shame
comes about when one triesto push in before oneisinvited, or to use one's name and connectionsasa
kind of commodity.” She pursed her lips; frowning only made the brow wrinkle. ™Y ou see, Lauralee, we
must appear to be modest above al. We must appear to be reticent about taking advantage of this
tentative connection. You two should look hopeful and eager but say nothing until we are actudly
etablished and accepting invitations. And when the invitations arrive, you must be& mdash;”

"Retiring and modest," Carolyn supplied, with aglance a Lauraee. "No flirtations. Friendly walflowers,
S0 to speak.”

"Exactly right." Alison bestowed a smile of favor on her eder-born. ™Y ou must gppear to be grateful
without fawning, and without any hint that you intend to take advantage of the new Stuation.”

"New situation?' Lauraee laughed, and flicked her cigarette ash into the remains of her buttered toast.
"Any partieswereinvited to will be rather thin on mae company! Unless you want usto cozy up to
grandfathers and schoolboys.”

Alison stared at her in astonishment. " 'Cozy up!' Where did you get that expression? Y ou've been going
to too many American cinemashows, young lady& mdash;"

"Well&mdash;" Lauraee flushed, and looked at her in defiance Alison quelled the defiance with another
look.

"No ‘wdl' about it." Alison sketched asignintheair, and Lauralee squedled in pained surprise as her
mother administered amild correction. "L et that be alesson to you: no dang, no impudence. Y ou will

mai ntain impeccable manners from this point on. No, you will not be courting old men or schoolboys.

Y ou will be comforting Reginad Fenyx, who isreturning to Longacre in extremely fragile condition on
medical leave. Y ou will be compassonate, understanding, and willing to listen to or do anything he asks,
which likely won't be much. Y ou will become indispensible to him. And | don't care which of you doesit,
ether, solong as one of you gets him to the point where he cannot do without you, a which point we will
ensure he asksfor your hand. | will be assisting considerably, of course,” she added. "Let'sjust say hell
be plagued by things he would rather not see, and the only time he will be free of them will bein your
presence.”



Lauraee understood immediately; Carolyn took amoment or two of thought, and the hint, from her older
sdter, of "he's shellshocked.”

It was Alison's considered opinion at that point, that regardless of Carolyn's superior looks and
predilection for flirtation, Lauralee was probably going to win this particular contest. "That will beup to
thetwo of you," she said serenly. "1 will supply the structure.”

"Whichisal any good daughter could ask, Mama," said Carolyn sweetly. Laurdeeleveled awithering
glance at her, but said nothing. Alison was pleased. With acontest of rivalry set up between the two,
things should proceed apace, as soon as Reggie made his appearance back home.

"Now, | have something important that | must tend to,” she said, and got to her feet. "A small matter on
behalf of the Lodge and the Department combined. | will take the auto, and | should be back by dark.
Has that odd butcher sent anything of my order? Or the tavern?”

Carolyn shook her head. "Just notes that there is no meat to be had today, so no roast and no ham.”

"Havethe girl do something with potted pheasant then," Alison said, absently. "Get it out of the pantry for
her."

"Certainly, Mama." Carolyn dways enjoyed the opportunity to humiliate Eleanor, even when it meant
having to set foot in the kitchen.

Eleanor 4till wasn't much of acook. Fortunately, there wasn't much that the girl could do to ruin a potted
pheasant "1 will seeyou at dinner, then," she repeated, and went out, jingling her keys.

It was adistinct inconvenience to be required to drive hersdf, but there wasn't aman to chauffeur to be
had, and Alison had learned to cope. The auto was less than comfortable on the country roads around
Broom, but a carriage would have been just as bad, and at |east the weather hadn't |eft the roads nothing
but muck or kicking up choking clouds of dust. She needed her duster and her hat and goggles though.
Thistimeit was going to be aconsiderable drive& mdash;into Stratford.

Even now, three yearsinto the war, Stratford-on-Avon was an attraction for visitors, who cameto see
Anne Hathaway's cottage and other Shakespearian landmarks. That most of them were elderly or female
was of no matter. Strangers, even strangers with accents, occasioned no undue attention. Therewas an
industry& mdash;no longer thriving, but till in place& mdash;of people renting out their cottagesto
vistors

The Lodge had been good enough to give Alison not only aname, but directions to the quarry, who had
established himslf in acottage on the outskirts of Stratford, one that had once been afarm cottage for a
tenant, until theland was given over to grazing.

Rose Cottage was exceptionaly remote, tucked off by itself down alittle by-lane; the owners had
probably been pathetically grateful that anyone waswilling to take it these days. Grateful enough to ook
the other way when the man claiming to be arefugee from Belgium had turned up wanting to takeit.

Alison stopped the car at the head of the lane in the partial concealment of some overgrown hedges, and
cautioudy cast ashield of protection about hersdf. She had no intention of going into this unprotected.
Then, without taking off the enveloping duster and gogglesthat hid her identity, she walked cautioudy
down thelane. That few people came thisway was given mute testimony to by the grass growing rank



over theroad. That fit with what Alison had been told.

As she approached the cottage, it was clear that it was severd hundred years old, and "improvements’ to
it had been minimal. No gas, probably no water pipes, certainly no dectricity or telephone, and what heat
there was would be supplied by one or two fireplaces. There was a single chimney, and the roof was of
thatch.

The aura of magic was muted and subdued; probably no one would have noticed, if not for thetell-tale
traces of Elementalsthat were strangersto this part of the world. What wasit about Germans that so
attracted them to Tibetan magic? That was something that had aways puzzled Alison. Weren't their
native creatures powerful enough for them?

Wéll, the little air-demons of the Everest were not going to be able to dedl with the Earth Elementals of
England on their own ground.

Particularly not as Alison had surprise on her side.

She stopped just long enough at the gate to invoke agnome, atwisted and ugly little manikin the color of
old stone.

"Whereisthe master of this place?' she asked quietly, asit emerged out of the rock of the garden wall
and stood there, rock-slent itself, looking at her.

"Gone," the gnome croaked, and waved in the direction of meadows.

Good. She dismissed the creature, which melted back into the stone. She entered the garden gate and
sauntered up the path to the cottage& mdash;it had been gravel once, but was now as overgrown asthe
road, and as she took in the rather picturesgue little dwelling, she could not help but smile broadly. A
vine-covered cottage& mdash;and beneath the vines was stone. Good Cotswold stone. Thatched roof.
Earth and earth and earth. What had he been thinking?

Probably not that an Earth Master would come hunting him.

Shelaid one hand on wall beside the thick oaken door, and alowed the stone to spesk to her. Her
duster blended nicely with the gray of the stone, and even if anyone came dong here and saw her, she
could claim to be looking for the tenant. Not that anyone would. The spell of avoidance she had laid
across the lane would keep even cattle from wandering down thisway.

Needless to say, the German agent did not work his spdlls within the confines of the cottage, the spdlls he
had laid herewere dl of protection, adome of mixed shielding that melded with the walls of the cottage.
His purpose here was twofold: to gather information by means of his Air Elementals, and, whenever
possible, to disrupt the training of the Royal Flying Corps. Now, from thelittle that Alison had learned
about the RFC, it took very little to disrupt that training. Fog, rain, contrary winds& mdash;things that
were all easy to direct and create would render it difficult and dangerousto go up, and they were al
things that occurred frequently and naturally. Impossible to say how many casudties, if any, were dueto
hisinterference. Possibly none whatsoever; the Flying Corpswas quite efficient at killing off itsyoung
recruitsal by itself. Onerecruit aday died at each of the two training fields, so Alison had been told, and
there could be upwards of two dozen crashes aday, and that was without any magical interference
whatsoever.

Insane. But no more insane, presumably, than the generas whose only strategy seemed to be that of
amassng men in trenches, then sending them in charges against machine-gun nests across open land
littered with shell-holes, razor-wire, and bits of the last lot to make the charge.



Absolutdly insane. If Alison had been in charge of the war, the daughter would certainly have been as
great, but it would have been to more purpose. There were other ways of killing men than flinging them
graight to their deeths. And she would not have pursued a policy that spent so much to gain nothing.

She didn't know thisman'srea name, and she didn't careto learn it. She didn't want to know precisely
what he was doing, outside of what he was doing magicaly. She did not care to know who hewas
reporting to, or how. The War Office, of course, did want to know these things.

The War Office would have to go on wanting.
If the War Office wasinterested discovering these things, the War Office could send its own men.

Of course. . . they had tried doing just that. They had sent conventional agents against Elementd
Masgters before, but like the generds, it seemed that they never learned what not to do. They had gotten
lessthan satisfactory resultsin their investigations of this man, for instance. Those two agentsthat had
been sent to find out what this man was up to, at least according to what the Lodge had told Alison, had
been found wandering around the countryside, scorched and witless.

Lightning, of course. Well known as the wegpon of choice for Far Eastern Air Elementas, especidly the
ones associated with Tibetan shamanism.

Alison might have tarted life as an ignorant working-class girl, but knowledge was power, and she
intended to be as powerful as knowledge could make her. It was astonishing, the amount of information
that she had accumulated about traditions other than her own. Thusfar, the magic of choicefor Germans
seemed equally split between Nordic and Tibetan; agents of the Irish in league with the Germans stuck to
their dark Cdtic ways. Thewalls of this cottage spoke to her of foreign creatures with multiple limbs and
eyes, and boar-like tushes. Definitdy Tibetan.

So, her quarry was out in afield somewhere, communing with his dant-eyed demons, interfering with the
lives of the young bucks at the two Schools of Military Aeronautics, one a Reading, one at Oxford. And
al without going more than ahaf mile from this house.

So why choose Stratford as abase? That Alison couldn't guess, and didn't redly care. Perhapsit was
smply that there was nothing much of military significance around her, and so there was less chance of his
being found out. It didn't matter where an Air Master wasin relation to what he wanted to investigate.
The only question was how long he was willing to wait to find out the information, and how sure his
control over his Elementals was. He could operate a adistance of a couple hundred milesif he had firm
control of his creatures. It was certainly lessthan that from Stratford to Oxford or Reading. He would
have no difficulty at al in controlling weether from here, and depending on how fast his Elementasflew,
he could have hisinformation within an hour or two. Of dl of the Elemental Magters, it wasthe Air
Masters who made the best spies, for precisaly that reason. Earth and Water Masters tended to have
more control over their creatures, but needed to be in close proximity to what they were investigating,
because their Elementals could not travel nearly so fast. And Fire Masters could work at adistance, but
their control tended to be problematical. If Fire Elementals did not like you, they didn't have agreat deal
of difficulty in dipping their bonds. And when they did, even the friendliest ones could prove deadly. So
Fire Magters, in generd, were very poor intelligence agents.

WEéll, the one thing that this Air Master had neglected to do wasto leave one of hislittle servantshereto
guard hisdwedling in person.

That had certainly been a mistake. Even an Elementa with no power could have runto dert hisMaster
that there was another Elemental Mage in histerritory, and she probably would not have been ableto
catch or stop it.



Wéll, perhaps he had made the mistake that so many in the past had. He had |ooked for a male Madter,
assuming that afemale would be inconsequentia. The Germans seemed to have that habit of dismissing
femae Magters out of hand. Or, like many Masters of a"superior” Element, he could have assumed that
an Earth Master wasin control of an inferior power.

If that was the case, he should have known better. There was a reason why opposite pairings were
consdered inimica to each other. It might be abit more difficult for an Earth Master to get an Air Master
in aposition where he was under her control, but when it happened& mdash; the results were unfortunate
for the Air Magter.

Or it might be because he had never seen an Earth Master who had dominion over the hostile creatures
of the Element. Earth Magters tended to be hedling, nurturing types. Alison curled her lip in contempt. If
that was the case, if he hadn't bothered to do his research, he deserved what he was about to get.

She placed both hands on thewall, and summoned her own creatures. They would bypass the
protections on this place& mdash;one greet fault Air Masters often had was that they forgot that things
could come up from below as well as down from above. Their protections tended to be domes rather
than spheres. Water Masters and Fire Masters rarely made that mistake.

Up they came, dow and cold, investing the walls and the floor with their presence, swimming through the
stone as an undine would swim through water. Kobolds and tommyknockers, mostly, those creatures
that invested rock rather than earth, and who hated mankind with an enduring passion as the invader and
despoiler of their secret underground fastnesses. They had the power to bring down mineswhen
angered, and the only reason that they weren't more dangerous than trolls and giants was that they were
dow to work on their own, and solitary, and found it difficult to work with one another.

She bound them with spell and command, it wasn't difficult, given what she intended them to do. They
hated mankind in generd, and Air Magiciansworst of al. Ah, the benefit of working against aMaster of
theinimical Elementd; it was seldom that she commanded any of her creatures under these circumstances
that was not pleased to do her will.

The spell was s&t, the trap laid, and there was no point in remaining. The Air Master would be returning
soon. Hewould check his boundaries and find them untouched, because her invaders had not forced,
had not even crossed them. Only when the clock crossed into the dark side of the night, at just past
midnight, would her minions& mdash;"strike" was not the correct word, for they would approach by
gedth. "Envelop" was more accurate. As he dept, they would cregp upon him, imprison him, pardyze
him. And then, they would dowly, so dowly, squeeze the bresth out of him, Sitting on his chest while he
struggled for air, until the lungs collapsed and the laboring heart gave out. There would be no sign that he
had died of anything other than natural causes.

Thiswasfar superior to invoking awere-creature and tearing her victim apart, which iswhat she had
been forced to do the last time. Stedlth was aways preferable to direct conflict. Whenever she could
avoid amage-battle, she felt that she had won two victoriesin one.

She sauntered back to the waiting automobile, feding atogether pleased with hersdf. The amount of
terror and pain that this particular murder would produce would be remarkable, and that in turn, would
enrich the power given up at the degth. The victim might well last most of the night. The koboldswould
absorb that power& mdash;retain some for themsalves& mdash;but deliver the lion's shareto her.

Which would, inturn, give her more power for the conquest of Reginald Fenyx. She would need extra
power; Earth Elementals had aready feasted on hisfear and pain, and would hunger for more. If she had
meant to destroy him, that would have been fine, but she would need al her magic and cunning to keep



them restrained and held in check.

She drove back home in the sunset; the auto was constructed of enough of the materias of

Earth& mdash;though it was powered by Fire and Air& mdash;that it did not dare misbehave under her
hand. Which was more than could be said of horses, or, for that matter, any other living beast that she
hadn't specificaly bred, dtered, and trained. That was the drawback to being a Dark Magter; animas
didn't much carefor you.

WEéll, the antipathy was mutud.

Shebrought it to ahat insde what had been the stable, and turned it off asthelast light of the day dowly
faded. Through the garden door she came, walking briskly up the path aslight shown warmly through the
kitchen windows.

Of course, she did not have to go through the kitchen, for there were two doorsinto the

garden& mdash;the kitchen door and this one. It would never do for her to take a servant's entrance, not
even when there was no one there to see; the passage from the garden led directly to the Stting and
dining rooms. However, the savory aroma coming from the kitchen told her that the girl had concocted
something tasty with the potted pheasant.

She went upgtairs to clean hersdlf from the drive, and smiled at herself inthe mirror. 1t had been amost
satisfactory day.

Ordersto use potted pheasant for dinner had made Eleanor seethe with repressed anger, and thistime, it
was not only on her own behaf. Outside these walls, people were getting by on afew ounces of mesat in
aday, sretching it by stewing, putting it in soup, concocting pie& mdash; using parts of the cow, pig,
sheep, and chicken that no one would have dreamed of using before this. Here within the wals of The
Arrows, the announcement that there would be no ham or roast had been met with an order to make a
meal with a potted pheasant, asif thiswas a great hardship. While the trio had been gone, Eleanor had
learned agresat deal abouit lifein thevillagein thisthird year of the war, and she knew that the steady
submarine attacks on convoys coming from the United States were taking asignificant toll on what was
getting to theidand. It wasn't only munitions. Far more than she had ever dreamed cameinto Britain from
across the oceans.

Taking agreater toll on people's everyday lives was the rationing and smple scarcity, for therewas no
need to formaly ration what smply was not available. The greater share of mest, whiteflour, fat, dairy,
and sugar was smply taken to go to those who were fighting, or who, like the medica services oversess,
were serving those fighting. The result had an impact everywhere. She wasn't sure if people were actually
hungry, but it wouldn't surprise her.

There were no swesetsin the village store for children, for instance, and when sugar was available,
everyone rushed to get what they could. The butcher, Michael Kabon& mdash;to Eleanor'sinitia shock,
he was a black man, from somewhere in Africa& mdash;made the most of every bit of meat and bone
that fell benesth hiscleaver.

Mr. Kabon was well-regarded in normally insular Broom, but then, when his persona sacrifice was so
visblein hisown flesh, Broom would have found it difficult to turn away from him, even had he not been
as good-natured as he was. Whatever had moved him to volunteer, she could not say, but he was never
going to go back to the lines again& mdash; not the way he fought for each bregath after the dose of



mustard gas that had a so scarred hisface and body.

And he had proved to be very useful for the village. Of course, here in the country, no one ever
complained about eating organ-meat, so he had no trouble finding buyersfor kidneys and livers, lungs
and brains. But he knew of other options. People were poor where he came from; he had some
interesting suggestions about how unlikely things could be cooked, and by thistime, the women of Broom
were getting desperate enough to try them.

Chicken feet, it turned out, did make atasty soup when cooked long enough . . . and cow hooves were
not all that far from pig-trotters and could be used to make more than jelly. So long as housewives
disguised the origin of their culinary adventures, no one seemed to mind where the taste of mesat came
from. Any bone could be used to make a stock, and stock meant soup. It was amazing how much mesat
could be gotten when you scraped bones, too.

So, outside these four walls, families were dining tonight on chicken-foot soup and oat-bread, while
within, the ladies of The Arrowsthought it hard that they were reduced to a casserole of potted pheasant.
If there was a Sweet course on the tables of the village, it would probably be ajam tart& mdash;with the
jam spread asthin as might be. Alison and her daughters feasted on sugar-frosted cake.

Eleanor wondered just what the reaction would bein the villageif anyone knew this. Or knew that the
innocuous parcels that came on aregular basisto The Arrows contained foodstuffs no onein Broom had
seen for days or weeks, or even months.

Certanly Alison'sreputation in the village would suffer the loss of some of itsshine.

Eleanor had planned to go to visit Sarah tonight, but as she had gotten ready to add Sarah's herbsto the
tea, something had hissed out of thefire.

She had turned to see a Sdlamander writhing on the hearth, watching her with agitation. When it knew it
had caught her eye, it beckoned her nearer.

"Not tonight," it had hissed. " She walks and wakes tonight. Tomorrow."

For amoment she had hesitated, but then had put the herbs away. The Sdlamanders didn't often speak to
her, or even appear in the fire during the hoursin which they might be seen by someone ese. If thisone
felt it needful to deliver awarning, why take chances?

So sheresigned herself to anight of hard work aone. If Alison was going to be awake, there was no
point in fighting the compulsions and arousing her suspicion.

She stared at her own reflection in the window as she washed up the dinner dishes. In some ways, none
of thismade any sense at dl. At this point, there were days when if Alison had smply cometo her and
sad, "If you sign over your inheritance, | will let you go” that she would have agreed in aflash. It wasnt
asif, given dl she had learned perforce, she couldn't earn aliving as aservant.

Of course, that would have meant giving up agreat ded of what made life tolerable. Servants didn't have
alot of time nor leisure to read. And once she did that, the life of an Oxford scholar would have been
quite out of reach.

But why should she give up what was hers? Especidly when Alison had essentidly stolen it inthe first
place?

Because freedom was worth more than things. If she had learned onelessonin dl of this, it wasthat.
Freedom was worth far more than things.



She finished the dishes, and sighed. Alison would never let her go, not even for that. She knew too much.
Ordinary people might not believe in magic, but there were more like Alison out there, and if shewas
ever ableto leave these four walls, she would bein aposition to tell them herself what Alison was up to,
how she had bewitched Eleanor's father, and al the rest. Those people might not pay attention, but then
again, they might. Alison would never let her go aslong as there was a chance that her scheme would be
exposed.

Because even if those people did nothing about what had happened to Eleanor and her father, they
would be warned for the future, and any new scheme Alison had in mind could be thwarted.

Shereached for atowel to dry off her hands, and made aface as she looked at the |eft. Well, there was
another reason for Alison not to let her go. Shewouldn't even have to say anything about magic, just that
her stepmother had kept her prisoner and abused her al these years, and here was her little finger buried
benesth the hearthstone to prove it. She certainly wouldn't have chopped her own finger off and buried i,
now would she?

With the dishesfinished, she took some mending and sat beside the hearth to do it. The Salamander was
dill there, coiling restlesdy around the flames, sometimes flickering out and around her ankles before
diving back in again. She had expected the house to settle, and indeed, she heard the two girls going to
their rooms, but Alison kept waking back and forth restlesdy.

Or was shewalking back and forth?

Eleanor cocked her head and listened intently. No, thiswasn't asmple to-and-fro. Alison waswalkingin
acircle. The house wastoo well-built for her to hear if her ssepmother was saying anything, but& mdash;

The Salamander looked up. "It is near midnight,” it observed. " She walks."
"Y ou mean, she'sdoing magic?' Eleanor whispered.

The Sdlamander nodded.

So that was what the creature had meant!

Eleanor looked up and shivered. Whatever was going on, it couldn't mean anything good. Who, or what
else, did Alison havein her power now?

And what was she doing to them?

April 20, 1917

Longacre Park, Warwickshire



REGGIE GOT OUT OF THE car Hiffly, gazing up at theimposing front of Longacre feding not that he
was coming home, but that he was astranger in aforeign land. He wasn't comfortable standing on the
steps of aplace like this anymore; he kept wondering when the next barrage would come in and knock it
al to pieces. Thiswas not redlity, thisquiet, peaceful country, this grand house with its velvety lawvns. This
was not where he lived. His home was atent or a hastily-thrown-up wood hut, the earth churned by
bombs, with the echoing thud of cannon that never stopped. Thiswas no longer hisworld. Beauitiful, yes,
it was. With its stone columns rising to support a Grecian-inspired portico, it looked morelikea
government monument than a place where people lived. The Georgians built to impress, rather than to
house,

Hetook the first few steps, knee crying agony at him, and looked up at the portico again. What am |
doing here? hethought. The uniformed staff was lined up beside the door to greet him. Uniformed staff?
Nest suits, proper little gowns and aprons?

Hisworld contained dovenly orderliesthat stole your whiskey and tobacco, piles of dirty uniforms
pitched in the corner of the tent, clutter that was never cleaned, only rearranged.

He took another three steps upwards, feding asif he was a supplicant climbing to the throne of God. The
scene had that same fedling of unreality. Pristine white steps going up to a colonnaded portico, cloudless
blue sky, larks overhead, aline of solemn, priest-like people waiting to greet him& mdash;

He redlized as he was hafway up the stairs that once he had thought he loved Longacre, but he was not
the same person who had given that love to this place.

Infact, hewas only just coming to the realization that what he loved was not this great stone pile, this
display in marble, it wasthe land around it.

What had he remembered, after dl, in those days when he waited to be sent up, in those nights when he
listened to the guns? As he climbed dl those stairs, what occurred to him was that it had not been the
memories set in those rooms with their twenty-foot cellings, but the ones spent in woods and fidds, in the
stables and the sheds, that had kept him dive and sane.

There were 6,500 acres of field and farm, meadow and woods belonging to this place; he felt more at
homein any of them than in the building itsdf. If it had not been too much effort to go back down all
those steps, he might just have gone down to the car and ordered it away, far away, anywhere but here,
this strange place that should have been home and wasn't.

His mother had the entire staff lined up out front to greet him, asif he was some sort of medieva monarch
returning. Bloody hell, he thought, with weary resignation. Don't they have things to do? Of course
they did. But thiswastraditiona. Thiswas where the staff of Longacre got their largesse& mdash,

So why don't | just pay them decently instead, and we can do without this mummery?
But no, no, he must follow the tradition. Noblesse oblige. Can't disappoint the staff.

So he hobbled forward, as one of the men detached himsaf from the line and moved to his ebow, and
pressed severd coinsinto hishand.

Surely they would prefer thisin their proper pay-packet?

First and foremost in line were Mrs. Dick, the housekeeper, and James Boatwright, the butler. They had
held those positions on the estate for aslong as Reggie could recall, and in al that time they had not
apparently changed; no one knew if Mrs. Dick had ever actudly had a"Mister" Dick; one just referred to



the housekeeper by thetitle of "Mrs" because that was how things were done. He vividly recaled the
day he had learned her given name of Catriona& mdash;dl hislife until then he had thought "Mrs." was
her first name.

They, at least, seemed genuinely moved to see him. "Boatwright," he said, shaking the upright old man's
hand. "Mrs. Dick." They didn't even acknowledge the largesse, smply dipped it into apocket and went
on shaking his hand, and somewhat to his shock, there were tearsin their eyes.

Why?What should they care? Even if they remembered him asachild, they could not have done so dl
that vividly. The people he had spent the most amount of time with had been his nurse, his governess, and
then histutorsand hisfather. All of them were gone, and of dl of them, only the nurse remained
anywhere nearby& mdash;in the pensioners cottages, if she hadn't died of old age yet.

And hefelt o unmoved ... asif it wasn't he who was standing here, greeting old family retainerswho,
with so many going off and being daughtered, hadn't expected to see him dive. Asif he actudly was
dead, aghost come back to observe, but not fedl.

Next in the hierarchy, he greeted with somber gravity the cook. Mrs. Murphy was not quite as
intimidating as Mrs. Dick, being dl Irish and beaming. "Mrs. Murphy," he said, shaking her

hand& mdash;every time he did this, of course, heleft that money in their hands gold sovereignsfor the
upper servants, smaller coinsfor the lesser, thetipsthat servantsin great houses were accustomed to get
from visitors and on occasions like this, from the family. Or at least, the head of the family, which he now
was. Hisfather had smply dropped where he stood, on thefirst of June, 1915, after Reggie was aready
inthe RFC.

It should have been his father stlanding here. For God's sake, why couldn't this have been done with less
fanfare? It was humiliating, surdly, for them, and no grest joy for him. And his knee hurt abominably.

He could remember hisfather doing this, on occasonslike the King's birthday, or Boxing Day, or the
day he, Reggie, had taken his Oxford degree, just before the war began. Devlin Fenyx had never seemed
to find thisthe orded that his son was now experiencing.

Beside him was Michad Turner, hisvaet, unobtrusvely handing him the gold sovereigns. Turner had
been hisfather's valet, and knew the secret that father and son kept from his mother, that both of them
were Elementd Magters. Only with Turner did hefed something like normal, and he wished that, if this
had to be done, it could have been Turner who attended to it.

| don't belong here. | don't belong to this world anymore, these piles of showy stone, these devoted
family retainers. My world is not this place. My world is a world of blood and ruin, of bombs and
cannon and the stink of gas.

Still he moved on, smiling, plessant, while pain lanced through his knee and more and more he wanted
only to go lie down somewhere. Next to Mrs. Murphy was ThelmaHawkins, Thelmacooked for the
servants. Quiet word, shake hand, dip in the coin, move on. What were thesefolk to him, or himto

them? Just "milord,” or something more? And was that something nothing more than achimera, afata
morgana, an illuson? He was aghost, aghost of the past, and no more real than the dreams of a poet.

Then there were the cook's helpers, four of them: Cheryl Case, Maria Bracken, Amanda Hart, and Mary
Holman the tweenie. He wasn't supposed to know them, but he did, al but Mary Holman; Turner
murmured their names asthey curtsed, and thistime it was Turner who gave them their largesse, not
Regoie, because these were under-servants, the bottom of the hierarchy. And little Matthew Case, who
ran errands, was hardly evenin the hierarchy at dl.



And just why should that be? Reggie knew the helpers better than he knew many blood relations. Reggie
had spent many hoursin the kitchens as aboy, running away from lessons. Thelittle Holman girl looked
up a himin awe, asif he had been the king. It was embarrassing. In the end, he was no better than she.
She might one day come to produce something good and useful & mdash;al he had produced was desth.

Next, the housekeeping staff, women first. Upstairs maidsin their crigp black dresses with white collars
and cuffs and starched white gprons with lace cgps& mdash;al of which must have been wretched to

keep clean when your job was to clean. Downstairs maids, in gray-striped gowns of the same cut. One
of them, Mary, had been the one who had taught him how to dide down the banister. Turner gave them
their little gift. They didn't say aword, other than amurmur of thanks directed to him and not to Turner.

They curtseyed, too, like stiff little puppets, their faces without expresson. Even Mary. Didn't she
remember? Or was this one of the things she wasn't supposed to remember, lest she embarrass the
mester?

Men next, the footmen, George Woodward, James Jennings (Reggie remembered thisold fellow was a
talented hobbyist cabinetmaker), and Steven Druce. All three of them were from his father's s&ff, and
definitely too old to be conscripted. Poor old men! They should have goneto a pensioners cottage long
ago. He couldn't help but think of the prewar descriptionsin the newspaper for those seeking

footmen& mdash;tal, of particular hair-color, and with ahandsome leg& mdash; well, George and James
probably looked like that when hisfather was ayoungster, but they were very much past their prime
now.

In contrast to their yearswas the hall boy, Jason Long, who couldn't have been more than fifteen. The
hall boy had that name because his position required that he deep in the hall to answer the door after
hours, but Lord Devlin had found that distasteful. " That might do for some medieval blockhead,” he
had said with agrimace, "but | am neither, and we do have some modern conveniences these
days." Soinstead of deeping inthe hall on acot behind a screen, the hdl boy had aroom just off the
kitchen, with abell connected up to the door. And if anyone was foolish enough to come calling after
everyone had goneto bed, Lord Devlin had felt that they deserved to have to wait in the cold and dark
until the hall boy made hisway to the door. Reggie was glad the change had been made. The head
stableman was in the same age-bracket as the two footmen. And the stable boys were both boys,
perhaps fourteen or fifteen, and looking stricken and anxious as he greeted them.

There was a pattern building here. No men between the ages of seventeen and fifty. He had known that
in the abstract, but seeing it on the staff—babies and grandfathers. How many hundreds of thousands of
men were dead in the killing fields of Handers and France? No way of telling, not when abarrage came
in and blew everyoneto bits, and you just estimated who had been there. But it was bad—bad—if you
could look at people here at home and see a gap where there just were no men of acertain age Of
course, it cut across al nations, and surdly the French had suffered the worst of al, but—»but thiswas
home— He moved on, looked down at aface, and got a shock that almost made him stagger. The head
gardener—who was responsible for Longacre's famous rose garden& mdash;was not the man he
recalled, but awoman. "Mrs. Green" was murmured into his ear, and he recalled with agtart that her
hushband had been killed in thefirst year of thewar. "A sad loss," he said, with as much sincerity ashe
could. The next face was another shock, for another mere boy was the second gardener.

Now the staff that did not get largesse, the business staff. Gray old Paul McMahon, the estate
accountant, and the estate manager, which should have been Owen McGregor, but Reggie found another
fema e face looking a him where aman's should have been. "Lee McGregor, Sr,” shesaid to him,
without waiting for Michadl. " Owen was conscripted in June of ' 16 and we heard we'd lost him in



"Good Lord," he sad, fedling knocked a-kilter. He took her hand and shook it. "'I'm so sorry& mdash;”
She managed awan smile. "I'm hoping you'll keep meoninhisplace, Sr.”

He glanced over at McMahon, who lifted his brow and gave adight nod of gpprova. "If Paul thinks
you're handling the job, then certainly,” hereplied, ill feding off-baance.

So now women were taking men'sjobs, because there were no men to fill them. What else? When he
went down into Broom, what would he find there? Femal e shopkeepers, surdy& mdash;femae postmen?
Female congtables?

Femal e farmer s& mdash;how many of the tenant farmers are gone? Are their wives managing? Do
we need Land Girls to help them? He hadn't been home ahalf an hour, he was supposed to be here to
recover, but dready he felt burdens settling onto his shoulders& mdash;

Until helooked down at Lee McGregor again, and redized that his concerns were misplaced. Old Paul
approved. She probably aready had everything in hand. He would just be meddling.

But then he moved to old friends; he was so happy to see Peter Budd, despite his new chauffeur's
hook-hand, that he nearly shook the hook off. Budd had been the one responsible for helping to dig him
out of that wretched bunker& mdash;Budd had heard him screaming hislungs hoarse, inssted there was
someone il divein there, and had begun the digging with only abit of board to help him. And that,
ironicaly, had led to theloss of his hand; he'd gotten a splinter of al damned things, the wound had gone
septicimmediately as happened al too often in the trenches, and before anyone could do anything about
it, it had gotten so black it had to come off. When Reggie had gotten wind of that, he had sent to his
fellow-sufferer to offer him ajob. Peter had been a chauffeur before the war; Reggie assumed that
anyone with the gumption to dig a man out with aboard had the gumption to learn to drive again with a
hook.

"How are you doing, old man?' he asked.

Budd grinned. "Reeady to race, milord," he said saluting with hishook. "Took the liberty, milord, of lookin'
up me mate, Bruce Kenny, and turned out he was aready working here." He jerked his head to the Side
at another new face. ""Good mechanic, milord, and made bold to conscript ‘im. Wasted on horses.”

It was obvious why Kenny wasworking at Longacre, given Reggie's sanding order to replace staff that
were not going to return with unemployed veterans of the war. Kenny had awooden leg. A wooden leg
was unlikely to impede his abilities asamechanic.

"Excdlent,” Reggie replied, feding much more heartened than he had been afew moments ago. And
feding relieved that the review of the staff was apparently over. There might be some groundskeeping
gaff, and eventua ly Gaffer Norman, the gameskeeper, would present himsdlf, probably with his pretty
daughter Evain tow (Gaffer had read too many romantic novelsin which the gameskeeper's daughter
marriesthelord of the manor). He would be expected to make the rounds and meet al of the tenant
farmers. And he should inspect the woodlands. Not that he intended to hunt, but there was asawmill on
the property, and it might not be such abad idea to think about producing lumber for fine cabinetry . . .
the woodlands were old, and properly managed, could remain woodlands and provide timber.

No, hewouldn't hunt. He had had enough of hunting. He never wanted to shoot anything again. Not ever.

But he should aso look over the accounts of dl the renta propertiesin Stratford and el sewhere; religble
sources of income needed to be cared for.



The welcome being over, the st&ff filing away to their various duties, he could now enter his
house& mdash;

How can anyone call this monster a "house"?

Thefirst room wasthe Great Hall, and it was guaranteed to make virtualy anyonefed utterly
inggnificant. Here, the ceiling was thirty feet above the floor, and the magnificence of the room matched
the size. It might be beautiful but it had never been built for humans& mdash;

But that was the moment of epiphany when Reggieredized that it had been built for Air Masters.

He stepped insde, and between the height of the celling and the windows up high aswell aslow, he
realized that he felt& mdash;comfortable. He could draw abregath as easy asif he had been outside. For
the firgt time since he had come back, he wasin aroom that didn't fed asif it was pressing in on him.

Of course; thiswasn't just amonument to display, it wasthe retreat and stronghold of someone who
needed the sky above him to fed truly happy. The public rooms on the ground floor, al with twenty-foot
ceilingswith the exception of the Great Hall, virtually guaranteed that no Air Master would ever fed
claustrophobic. And the private rooms on the next floor were nearly as spacious. He mentally apologized
to hisancestor. What he had thought had been built to intimidate had actually been constructed to
comfort. . ..

Hed suffered from gnawing claustrophobia, he suddenly redlized, ever snce hisreturn from France. The
proportions made sense when you thought of it as a house built for those most comfortable under the
open sky. Even the ceiling muralswith their clouds and birds made sense.

His mother waswaiting for him, posed in the exact center of the Great Hall, with her hands outstretched.
He limped toward her, and took both her handsin his.

She studied hisface anxioudy, and he produced a surface smile for her. His poor mother! She was not
very clever, being one of those fluttery, helpless creatures, but she had loved her husband dearly, and he,
her. Shejust hadn't known what to do with the two Fenyx malesin her life, who had bonded more
closdly than mother and child right from thefirst. "Oh, my dear boy," shesaid, ™Y ou look so

pae& mdash;"

"I'mtired, mother,” hereplied, with partia honesty. "It wasabruta trip down. Not good on the knee."
That was nothing lessthan the truth. Every little bump had sent alance of pain through it. And he hadn't
had a decent night of deep without being drugged for months.

"Well, go dong to your old room then, dear, and have alie-down. Y ou don't mind that you're still in your
old room, do you?" her voice sharpened with anxiety.

Asif I'd want father's room. Not a chance. "It will suit mejust fine" hetold her, and followed one of
the footmen up the stairs and down the corridor, though he hardly needed to be shown the way.

Hisroom had not been touched since he left, except to clean and tidy it. He paused just over the
threshold, fedling, with another sense of shock, that it had been preserved as a sort of shrine. Perhapsto
his safety& mdash; perhgps to his memory.

And because of that, it was now a shrine to something that didn't exist anymore.

He'd known thiswhen he had come home on leave, in avague way. But now& mdash;now the contrast
between what he had been and what he had become could not have been gresater.



Here was his roomé& mdash;it was, thank goodness, not the room of the cricket-playing
boy-in-a-man's-body that had gone off to Oxford. He had made some changes since that time. But it
was the room of an enthusiadt, for everywhere you looked were items having to do with flight. Books,
models, pictures of 'planes, a stack of the blueprints for his own "bus, framed pictures of himsdlf in her.
Bits of acarburetor were till lovingly arranged on the desk from the last time held taken it to bits.
Whoever had been doing the arrangement had lined up the parts by order of size, and had polished them
until they gleamed. How long had that taken?

He could not help but contrast this room with the aerodrome on the Western Front he'd last been posted
to. More of acubbyholein atent, redly, his deeping-quarters had been cluttered with binoculars, maps,
bits of aeroplanes& mdash;some souvenirs, somejust picked up out of idle curiosity. He generdly shared
his quarters with at least two cats on account of the rats and mice being everywhere, but in generd, an
aerodrome was overrun with dogs.

It was mad, redlly, there were aways dogs everywhere, puppies peeking their heads out from under

cots, adult dogs fighting or fornicating in the runways. Dogsin the club, dogsin the enlisted men'stent
barracks, dogs of every shape and size but with no pedigree whatsoever. Why dl the dogs? It had findly
occurred to him that the aerodromes were probably where every pet in Belgium and France that had
been bombed out of its home had come& mdash;in the cities that were till intact, they had their own pets,
and there was no safety nor comfort in the trenches for any animal. So the aerodromes were where the
homel ess hounds of France had come, following their noses to where there might be food and friends.

He hadn't much cared for the fleas that the dogs brought, and liked the quiet company of cats, so there
were usudly acouple lounging about his bunk. He, like so many others, decorated the canvas of histent
or hut with enemy inggnia cut from downed planes, and illugtrations cut from magazines& mdash;

Then there had been the photos. Every flier had them, layered onto the wall. HEd never indulged in the
gruesome hobby of snapping dead enemies and posting them on the walls of his quarters, though plenty
of the othersdid, but in away, his collection was quite as bad, for so many of those in the snaps were
dead. Ghost arms circled the shoulders of the living, dead eyes shone at the camerawith the same
enthusiasm as those who had survived.

Usudly there wasn't room for more in his deeping quarters than bed, kit-bag, alittletable and a

chair& mdash;with perhgps an ammunition crate serving as a bedside stand. The bed would be coveredin
cats and clothing, the stand would have something to give light, the chair would be draped with two or
three jackets or waistcoats.

And on histable, more bits of motors, bills, brandy bottles haf-full, whiskey bottles either full or empty,
|etters, tobacco for hisfriends, light novels borrowed from those who had finished them, boxes of
someach pills, for every flyer he knew ate them like candy, himsalf not excepted. How not, when every
time you went up you stood a good chance of coming down in pieces? The RFC pitied the FBI, but the
FBI cdled the RFC the "suicide corps’ or the "sixty-minute men" because atota of Sixty minutesin the
ar was dlegedly the average lifespan of apilot.

Dirty clothes on the floor, afloor of rough wood full of splinters& mdash; the sound of a gramophone
bawling somewhere down the row, Harry Tate or sentimental music-hal songs. In the last bivouac, it had
been "The Rose of Tralee," over and over; the chap with the gramophone never shut it off. The

smell& mdash;as digtinct asin the trenches but thank God not so& mdash;unbearable. Qil, hot meta, glue,
paraffin, the French cook conjuring up something& mdash;tobacco& mdash;brandy.

His unit had a French cook and kept hold of him grimly. Having a Frenchie to do for you meant you
could actudly eat the food& mdash;the sad substitutes for cooks supplied by the British Army took



whatever they got, boiled it for three hours, then served it with awhite sauce with the look and taste of
flour-paste. The Frenchies did you right; agood soup, alittle slad, and making the most of whatever
they could get from the quartermaster and by scrounging. He suspected horse, many times, but that was
preferable to the dimy "bully-beef" which he a so suspected to be horse.

Hed always been in places where the commanding officer took as firm a hand as one could over such a
collection of misfits as pilots tended to be, so there had always been some semblance of order, at least
on the surface. The monkeys were kept on leads, the goats in pens, the trash policed, the medls on time.
But even in the English aerodromes, no two pilots were alike. Take an inventory, and you could come up
with anything. Hed served with fellows who'd | eft the seminary to fly, and fellows who he suspected had
been (and might till be) whoremongers. With country lads and cockneys. With fellow Oxford and
Cambridge men, and men who could barely read. With Canadians and Americans, raised on Wild West
shows and inclined to die rather quickly from an overabundance of enthusiasm combined with alack of
kill and an absolute certainty that instinct was better than training. . . .

He propped his cane on the bureau and laid himself down on the bed, staring up at the celling. Another
murd of sky and clouds.

And I'm up above the ground floor. Too far up for themto find me. They won't come up here
&mdash;

Relief washed over him. He had thought that coming home to conva esce was the worgt thing he could
have done. Now he was prepared to admit he might have been wrong.

Andfor thefirgt timein far too long, hefdt hiseydids grow heavy, and he let them close, and drifted into
deep.

Not atrue deep; it wastoo light for that. A kind of half-conscious doze, for he heard the servants moving
about in thiswing, going about their duties. Mrs. Dick was very grict with her girls; unless some task was
s0 heavy it needed two, they were to keep to the schedule and stay strictly apart to avoid wasting time
on gossip. But evidently, she wasn't so hard on them that they were unhappy; as a counterpart to his
dozing he could hear the one working acrossthe hal humming to hersdlf.

Heavier footstepsin the hdl; the girl said, "Right there, please,”" and there was athud of logs, the rattle of
ascuttle. One of the boys must have brought up coa and wood for thefire.

More humming; it was so unlike the sounds in the hospitas or the campsthat it flt asif hewasin another
world entirely.

Well, hewas, redlly. Though it wasn't the world he had left behind. Mind, he hadn't been home on leave
for more than a year; instead, he had come over to London, roughly ever other time meeting his mother
there instead of coming down to Longacre. It was easier that way; making around of theater prevented
any need to talk. She didn't want to hear about the war, and he didn't want to hear about the nice young
ladies she wanted him to meet.

When he'd come over on his own, there had been other entertainment than theater. And his mother, no
doubt, would have been shocked to learn that some of those same "nice young ladies’ were dispensing
their favors with freedom and enthusiasm at the parties given by William Waldorf, Viscount Astor, Lady
Anson. Alwaysit wasthe war, the war, thewar, giving afeverish cast to these parties, with everyone
grimly determined to have& mdash;if not enjoyment, then pure physica pleasure.

Hereit seemed asif his mother had dedicated her life and dl of her strength to trying to preservelife here
at Longacre asit had been before the war. He had noted the last time he was on leave that she



assiduoudy avoided any mention of the war and anything connected to it, and there had been akind of
brittleness about her.

He wondered what would have happened to her if he had died. Would she have dedicated the rest of her
lifeto keeping things absolutely the same, frozen in time, like an Edwardian iteration of Miss Havisham?

He could easily see that. Poor mother.

It was alogt cause, of course. The juggernaut that this war had become had its own momentum. It was
devouring everything in its path, and everything it could possibly touch. She didn't have achance againgt
it.

In the end, nothing and no one did.

He came down to dinner, to discover, to his horror, that he and his mother were not alone in the house,
His grandfather on his mother's side was in residence. Unfortunately, the old man considered himsdlf a
military expert, having served in atame regiment in India, that saw no more exciting action than polo

games.

Hekept acivil tonguein hishead dl through the rather strained dinner, while the old man held forth on
thewisdom of the war Office, the grand strategies of Kitchener, and the superiority of "red army tactics'
to the new weaponry of tanks and machine guns and, especiadly, aeroplanes.

"Damned usdess, said it before, and I'll say it again,” the old man fulminated, as Reggie shoved bits of
rabbit cassoulet around on his plate. "Damned cowards are what's holdin' the victory up! Too damned
cowardly to make the charges. One good push, over thetop, that'd be all it'd take!"

Reggie closed his eyes, counted to ten, feding avein throbbing in histemple. He thought of al thetimes
he'd looked down on the FBI in their "big pushes," how often he had watched them daughtered by the
machine guns. Thought of the men who had become his friends back on the ward, men who had been
thrown into a meat-chopper by old fools who could not and would not understand that war had
changed, changed in unrecognizable ways, and that the old tactics that had worked once did not work
anymore.

He held histemper and hiswords dl through dinner, and after, when what should have been anice, quiet
moment for asmoke in the sunset turned into another occasion for arant from the old man, who seemed
determined to confront him, for some reason. Findly, it was only when his mother retired, that her father
cameto thered point.

"Now that we're done, boy," Grandfather said, with aparticularly viciouslook out of the corner of his
eyea Reggie, "1 want you to know | don't hold with this 'shellshock' nonsense. A bust-up leg, that's fair.
But the other, that's just maingering.” The old man gave him aparticularly mdicious glance. "I've got my
eyeonyou."

Suddenly, afury that Reggie had not realized he possessed welled up in him, and he actudly began to
shake. He clenched hisfist around the handle of his caneto stop it from trembling, abitter bileroseupin
histhroat.

To keep from giving the old man the answer he deserved, he bit down hard and clenched histeeth
together. Life wasdifficult enough for his mother; he was not going to make it harder by having arow



with her evil-minded old father.

"Y ou can believe what you like, Sir," he got out between his clenched teeth, staring at the old bastard
who stood a silhouette, black againgt the firein the study. "1 cannot hope to change your mind.”

"Huh," Grandfather snorted, and turned away. Reggie, dtill full of fury, limped off out of the sudy, not
redlly knowing where to go, but only knowing that if he didn't get away from that house and that horrible
old man he was going to say or do something that would make his mother unhappy.

Heforced himsdf into awak around the garden; it might be night, but the layout of the rose garden
hadn't changed in two hundred years, and he didn't need light to know hisway around.

But after limping around the turfed pathsfor ahaf an hour, histemper still hadn't cooled, and he knew he
wanted something he could not get in that house.

He limped down to the stables, where horses were sharing their accommodations with his motor cars.
There were three of them now, an enclosed modd for his mother, hisown fast Allard, and a Bentley that
he could either drive himsdf or be chauffeured in. Or rather, he could when the knee hedled up. The
condition of the knee made shifting problematic for awhile.

But down therein the stable were two men with whom he had something in common. A million times
more than he shared with that vicious old man who had driven him out of his own house, though they
were neither officers nor gentlemen.

The stables had been negtly divided into horse and auto sides, with the autos being housed in the part that
had once held the carriages. There was one farm cart there now, one pony trap (perhaps his mother liked
to drive hersdf around) and one small, open carriage. The rest of the space was made into a proper
garage, and the glow of acigarettein the shadows told him that someone was out for asmoke.

"Carefor agasper, milord?' asked Peter Budd.

"Thanks," Reggie replied, taking the metaphorical stridesthat crossed al the boundaries of rank, class,
wedlth, and education, to arrive a the side of someone who deserved a hundred times more respect than
that horrible old man. "l would."
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April 24, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

THE BROOM HALL INN WAS where the autumn hunts began, the hounds and horses assembling in
the courtyard for the traditional stirrup cup, marking it as adistinctly upper-class establishment. It was
certainly of the proper standard for Lady Devlin to meet Alison Robinson and her daughtersfor tea.



It was asafe way for Lady Devlin to examine these curious women for hersdlf, without incurring any
obligations beyond asingle meeting. Teain an inn didn't require aresponse other than a"“thank you, |
enjoyed your company,” and it didn't imply that invitations to one's house should or could be forthcoming.

Alison knew all of this, and also knew that she had passed thefirst test by agreeing to this meeting. It was
apublic place, and while that was an initial advantage, socidly, it could proveto be adisaster if the single
meeting was al that there was, and the rest of Broom could read the snub for themsealves.

Thiswasdl part of the socid game that the gentry played among themselves, to ferret out the unworthy,
the unmannered, theill-bred.

Alison knew dl of the moves of the game by heart, and there was only one question in her mind as she
listened to her girls snap waspishly at each other while Howse attended to their hair.

Todrive, or not to drive?

The big Crodey auto could fit four, which the Hispano-Suiza would not and the inn was just far enough
away that driving would not be terribly gauche. On the other hand, it was within easy walking distance,
and these were times in which some salf-sacrifice was expected. Decisons, decisons. . . .

It was the shoes that finally decided her; the frocks she had picked out for all three of them required town
shoes, not country shoes, and in their high-hedled town shoesthe girlswere at risk of spraining an ankle.
So off they went, rattling and chugging up the street, and when she arrived a the Inn, Alison was glad she
had made that decision. Lady Devlin's auto, amagnificent Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, and her chauffeur
were aready there.

And Lady Devlin waited in aprivate parlor.

It was not, by any means, the first time that Alison had dined here, and this place and the Broom Pub
with the White Swan dternated in supplying some of their meals. But thiswas not the usua private parlor
shetook; it was clear from the outset, that this room was not available for just anyone.

Lady Devlin had dready ordered teg; it was waiting when they arrived, and she served as the hostess,
pouring for al four of them. Shewas of the kind that Alison thought of as "wispy" & mdash;soft, blond hair
going to gray, styled in afashionable chignon, soft, gray-blue linen walking suit, dight figure, doll-pretty
face with soft blue eyes.

"Mrs. Robinson,” she said, as she poured the tea as agood hostess did, "I understand that you have lived
in Broom since just before the war began.”

"That isquitetrue, Lady Devlin," Alison replied, taking the cup and saucer from her hostess, and making
surethat their fingers touched as she did so& mdash,

Because, while Alderscroft would never have dreamed she would use magic to ensure that she became
Lady Devlin's bosom friend, Alison had no scruples whatsoever on the subject. But it would haveto be
subtle, and work with more mundane methods of influencing Reggie's mother. So what passed between
them in that moment, was aspdll aswispy, asfragile, asLady Devlin hersdlf. And, unlessyou were very,
very good, it was exceedingly difficult to detect.

Affinity& mdash;we are the same, you and | &mdash;

"Then | wonder why | heard nothing of you until now?" Lady Devlin continued, pouring teanow for
Carolyn, who accepted her cup with adiffident murmur of thanks.



"Oh, Lady Devlin, | would never have dreamed of pushing mysdlf into your noticel™ Alison replied,
putting down her teacup and looking at Lady Devlin in congternation. "Truth to tell, 1 do not know why
my cousin Alderscroft elected to do so for me. But Alderscroft isakind man, and perhaps. . .." She
looked away and let the wordstrail off. Theletter to Lady Devlin had stressed how londly, how hungry
for refined company Alison was. But that was not what one would say for one's own sdif. "One wishes
for compatible company, now and again. One does one's best," she murmured, dropping her eyes. "But
sometimes, | worry about my daughters. | should think that Broom would fed very confining for ayoung

person.

"Oh, no, Mama, not at al!" Carolyn, looking very pretty in soft lilac, exclaimed. "Why, our days are very
full here! We have the parish work, the Red Cross, the Ladies Friendly Society& mdash;now that spring
iscome, there will be tennis at the country club& mdash;we scarcely have time to oursalves, some days!™

Now Alison exchanged asignificant look with Lady Devlin. These are all productive things, no doubt,
but hardly entertaining for a pretty young girl] And they do not put her into company appropriate
to her breeding.

"And of course& mdash;the war& mdash;" Lauraee's hands fluttered over her cup, the deeves of her pink
gown fluttering gently aswell. "There are o many things one can do for the war& mdash;"

"Well, when we wereyour age," Lady Devlin said, with afriendly glance at Alison, "I'm surewe didn't
think half as much about parish work and thelike. It ssems a pity thiswar has reached so far into our
lives"

Alison let the corners of her mouth droop. "All of England seems so sad,” she agreed. "And yet, onefedls
guilty if one does anything the least frivolous, when so many are suffering.”

A dight movement of her hands drew subtle attention to her lapel, where she wore her widow's ribbon.
"And your dear husband was one of the first of our sacrifices" said Lady Devlin, with an ar of sympathy.

"Mr. Robinson and | were only just married, too," shereplied, now putting on afaint look of patient
suffering, one she had practiced long in the mirror. "My first husband& mdash;the father of my

girls& mdash;was afine, fine man, but Robinson was my true love, late though he cameto my life, and
brief though hisstay in it was."

Cdculated, dyly cdculated, to apped to the romantic in her. And it worked, sublimely well. Lady Devlin
passed her the plate of potted-salmon sandwiches with asigh of commiseration.

"Y ou poor dear]" she said, with an air of having made up her mind after careful consideration, which
Alison did not in the least doubt. "Y ou must come up to teaat Longacre next week, you and your
charming daughters. Will Tuesday be reasonable for you?'

"My lady, any day you choose to honor uswill be convenient,” Alison replied, with eager humility. "We
would never wish to be aburden on you, no matter what our cousin hastold you."

"Oh, pish-tush,” Lady Devlin said, waving her hand. "How could three more ladies be a burden at tea?
The vicar and hiswife will be there, and Roberta Cygnet and her daughter Leva, and Gina Towner, Miss
Elizabeth Tansy& mdash;the Devon Tansys, you know, she'svigting with Leva, and Mr.

Hartwell& mdagh;”

Alison placed her fingers over her lipsand alowed asmileto appear. Y ou don't mean William Hartwell,
surely? The one who keeps exploding his shedswith hisinventions?"



Lady Devlin laughed. "He does seem convinced that he will win the war, does he not? Wedll, he'sadear,
and the worgt that will come aong with himisafaint aromaof gunpowder& mdash;"

Therewas alight tap at the doorframe, the stocky form of the innkeeper hunched diffidently there. "Isall
to your liking, my lady?sthere anything ese | can serve you with?"

"No, Mr. Céffrey, thank you," Lady Devlin sighed. "Y ou've done aremarkable job under the trying
circumstances that surround us. Thank you."

"Very wel, my lady." Theinnkeeper bowed himsdlf out, leaving them aone once more.

"Will your son cometo tea, Lady Devlin?' Carolyn asked, ingenuoudy. "'l had heard that he was home at
last. | have always wanted to meet an aeroplane pilot! It must be so thrilling to be ableto fly!"

But to both girls vast disappointment, she shook her head. "I'm afraid not, dear,” she said, in akindly
tone. "Company isatrid for him right now. But that'sdl right; sometime soon you'll be sureto meet him."

| hopeto hell | don't meet Mother or any of her kittenish friends, Reggie thought, as he drove the
auto at asnail's pace down into the village. Every bounce and rut made his knee sng with pain. Thiswas
not abad thing, in some ways, when hewasin physicd pain, he could ignore the emotiond turmoil within
him. Grandfather had been up to hisold tricks this morning, hovering just on the edge of hisvison and
glowering, every so often mouthing the word, "Malingerer.” Hed taken refugein the garage to overhaull
the Vauxhal Prince Henry he'd bought just before the war.

That was when Budd had made the current suggestion, and he couldn't have legpt upon it faster if heldd
had both good legs back.

He had Budd along with him, just in case his knee gave out and he couldn't wrestle the old bus any
further along, but he was ooking forward to the day when he could go out on hisown. On his

own& mdash;because then, he could open her up and let tear, and if he went smash, he'd hurt no one but
himsdf.

And if I go smash, no one's to know how much of an accident it is.. . . or isn't. Once he had fought
death off like atiger. That had been before every day was abattle, and every night alittle war, and he
could fed his sanity dipping through hisfingerslike water. Maybe death was just the door into another
life. At the moment, he didn't believeit. He didn't believe in ahigher power, either. What higher power
would ever let the daughter across the Channdl go on and on and on asit had? Unlessthat higher power
were stark raving mad.

So the big thing would be to do yourself in away that was fast, and hopefully painless. A good smash
into asolid ok tree at the Prince Henry's top end would do that.

But that wouldn't be today. Today, Budd had tendered that rather awkward and shy invitation
to& mdash;a pub.

"Not just any pub, milord,” he'd hagtily said. "Used to be the workingman's pub, afore the war, so they
say. Now& mdash;" Held shrugged. "Not many workingmen in Broom. Them of us got mustered o,
took it over, moreor less."

Hed captured Reggi€'s dull attention with that. The only men that were "mustered out” these days were



those who were too maimed to go back into the lines.
"Redly?' hedd said, looking up a Budd over the Prince Henry's bonnet. "Tell me more.”

"Not much to tdll,” Budd had replied. " Just& mdash;we didn't feel none too comfortable
around& mdash; people who weren't there, d'ye see?’

"l do see, believe me, | do." He had tried to give Budd that 1ook. "So, no one else ever comesin?”'

"Mostly not, and they mostly goes back out again pretty quick." Budd had sighed, and stared glumly
down at the carburetor. "Not a cheery lot, are we. Don't go in for darts, much. Skittles, right out. Tend to
swap storiesas make th' old reg'lars get the collie-wobbles and ook for the door. Now, we're arough
lot. And old Mad Rossthe socidist isone of us. But | wondered, milord, if you might find a pint there go
down abit easier than abrandy& mdash;" and he had jerked his head up at the house.

"I have no doubt of that," hed said savagdly, giving hiswrench ahard crank. "And I'd be obliged if you'd
be my introduction.”

So that was how he found himsdlf now on dusty High Street holding hisfast auto to achugging crawl she
did not in the least like, while curious urchins came out to watch him pass.

Now, he had not, asarule, hdld himsdlf doof from Broom in the old days. Hewasn't a all aversetoa
pint or ameal a Broom Hall Inn. Hetried to make some sort of a point of knowing abit about his
villagers, and held had a good memory for names and faces. And it was ashock, areal shock, to see
what was going on now.

There was awoman delivering the mail. He thought it might be Aurora Cook. The postman had been
Howard Sydneyson& mdash;the postmaster had been Thomas Price& mdash;

\Who wer e both something like thirty. . . . Gone, of course, by now. Conscripted. Neither job came
under the heading of "vitd to the needs of the nation.”

David Toback had been the constable& mdash;another shock came when Reggie saw poor old
sixty-year-old Thomas Lament making the roundsin his steed. What would he do to amiscreant? Talk
them to death? It was a good thing that most of the troublemakers were gone too& mdash;also
conscripted, or elsetold by the judge it wasthe infantry or jail.

Carlton McKenney's blacksmith shop was closed; there were no sonsto take his place at the forge, and
blacksmithing was no job for adaughter. . . .

Thank heaven for amoment of normality& mdash; Stephen Kirby's gpothecary shop was still open with
Kirby in it& mdash;but then, the poor man was the next thing to blind, and his wife Morgan had to read
out al of the doctor's prescriptions to him. Not good on the front line.

The saddlery was closed. Reggie bit hislip, remembering that one of the last things he had done before
going off to the RFC Flying College at Oxford was to take his hunting saddle down there for repairs.

Hefinally stopped glancing to the side; there ways seemed to be more bad news than there was good.
Finaly Budd directed him to park next to awhitewashed, two-story building he wouldn't have known
was a pub except for thesign "The Broom" over the door.

"Herewe are, milord," Budd said, getting out. "Now, don't you mind Mad Ross. Hell probably be on
you the minute you'reinsde.”



Reggie raised an eyebrow. "If | can't manage Ross Ashley, I'm in worse condition than | thought,” he said
wryly.

Budd held open the door for him, and the two of them entered, Reggie going fird, his cane thudding on
the dark wooden floor like athird foot.

It was dark inside, with alow, beamed ceiling, and plastered walls that hadn't been painted in sometime
and had turned the color of perfect toast. The usud pub furniture. Big inglenook fireplace at one end.
Nothing roasting on it though; whole pigs were hard to come by these days. Just alittle bit of afireto
keep the chill off.

All eyes were on them as they stepped up to the bar.

"Thisll be&mdash;" Budd began "Reggie Fenyx," Reggie said gently. He held out his hand to the barman,
who took it gingerly.

"Thomas Brennan, sr," theman said. "What'll it be, gents?’

"Bitter,” said Reggie, and "Stout,” said Budd. They took their drinks, both in good pint glasses, solid and
substantid.

"That'll be my round, then," said Reggie, loud enough for the rest of the pub to hear, and cast alook
around to make sure that everyone did hear him. Then heleft apound note casudly on the bar. "And one
for yoursdlf," he added to Brennan. "L et me know when that runs out.”

"Thenkee, air." The barman made the pound note vanish.

Therewasn't arush for the bar, more of an orderly shuffle. Everyone seemed to know hisplacein the
pecking order, and no one wasin such atearing hurry asto care to dare to jump the queue. Budd and
Reggietook alittle table at the back of the place to wait for people to come to them.

And predictably, the first was Ross Ashley, sumping over to them with determination on hisfaceand a
pint in one hand.

And before he could say aword, Reggie beat himtoit. "Take achair, Ross," he said mildly. "Don't stand
there and sing The Red Flag a me, you couldn't carry atune to save your soul, and | already know all
the words."

Budd kicked a chair over to Ashley, who, al the wind knocked out of his sails, took it.

"Now, old man, if you're more of the 'share the wedlth' sort of socialist and not the 'murder the
oppressorsin their beds," sort, | think we can talk,” said Reggie, asthe rest of the pub denizens
pretended to be very interested in their beers, while their ears were stretched to the furthest extent. "If
you persuade me of afew things, you're agood enough spesker, and you aren't too mad, | might be
persuaded to help you stand for Parliament. But you'd better be able to make a good speech and
prepared to live up to what you promiseiniit.”

Now Rosss mouth was opening and closing like a stranded fish's. Reggie was quite enjoying himsdlf at
this point& mdash;a sardonic sort of enjoyment, but more amusement than held had since the day Emily
Welsh, hisnursein the hospital, had tipped amatchbox with alive spider init into a particularly abusive
doctor's pocket, and when the man had goneto light his cigar& mdash,

Served him right, too; acting asif the VADswere his persona daveys.



Now, hewasn't going to do anything malicious to Ross, who he recalled as being passionate, but not
particularly obnoxious. The man probably resented having one of the gentry, the oppressive ruling class
invading his pub, and Reggie didn't blame him.

But hewastired of class separation. He wastired of officer and enlisted. He wastired of RFC and FBI.
And he wastired to death of the boundaries between men that the war should have broken down and
smashed to bits by now. He would have to take hisfather's seat in the House of Lords

eventualy& mdash;if he didn't do himself first& mdash;but he damned well would liketo seeamanin
Commonsfor thisditrict that had some ideas that weren't spawned in the seventeenth century.

Findly Ross managed to say something. "Y ou'll not be bribing me, Regindd Fenyx," he growled. "Y oull
not be paying me off with the promise of a seat!”

"Of course | wont; | don't intend to." Reggie took apull on hispint and sghed. Hewas very glad that
Budd had brought him here. If nothing €lse, Brennan could brew. "And it's not a promise of asedt, it'sa
promise of support. You'll have to win the seat yoursdlf; if you can't persuade peopleto vote for you, too
bad. | want afellow from herewho'll argue for the people, eveniif it'sagaingt me. Better butting headsin
Parliament than storming the wdls of Longacre.”

Aghley regarded him with aremnant of suspicion for amoment. "And | can say what | like?"

"l wouldn't begin to try to stop you," Reggie said sincerely. "Just remember you aren't recruiting for the
socidigsif you do go out therefor aseat. Y ou'll be stumping for votes. That's two different things. About
asdifferent as FBI and the sixty-minute men.”

Once again, Ross sat there opening and closing his mouth afew times before stopping it by taking apull
of hispint.

"Y ou are the damndest fellow | ever did see," he said, coming up out of the glass at last.

Reggielooked around, at the scarred faces, the missing limbs, the haunted looks. "I think were all
damned, Ross," he said quietly. "1 think thisis hell's own waiting-room. And | think we might aswell
make good company for each other while were il here.”

With Alison and the girls out of the housefor alittle, Eleanor hagtily painted the glyph on the hearthstone
with her sprig of rosemary (which worked better than the wand, actudly), cracked it in half, and dlipped
out the back door and the back gate.

What she wanted, was a newspaper and gossip, in that order.

It never failed to amaze her, every time that she dipped out, how no one ever recognized her, not even
the people she knew well. Their eyesjust dipped past her, dmost asif they actualy could not see her. If
something happened, such as physicaly bumping into someone, the person in question would look down
at her in puzzlement or irritation, asif they could not imagine where she had sprung from, and depending
on their natures, pass on with avague smile or an annoyed frown without saying aword.

Then again, asascullery maid, she didn't warrant a second glance, much less an gpology.

| swear, if thisis ever over, | will hunt down Ross Ashley and become a socialist. . . .



The newspaper could be found on the top of Morgan Kirby's dustbin, neatly folded. An old one, of
course, but old was better than none. The gossip could be heard by cregping under the window of
Nancy Barber's hairdressing establishment and listening there. Her husband had been the eponymous
barber of the village, but he was gone, and Nancy had children to feed, so the barber-shop became a
ladies hairdressing salon where esoteric creations like marcel waves were produced, the very daring (or
very young) had their hair bobbed, and the gossip flowed. . . .

Eleanor crept into place benesth the window just in timeto catch the tail end of a sentence.

"& mdash;oh definitely back! Colond Davies, the stationmaster, saw him when he got off thetrain, and
his people sent acar down for him from Longacre."

Longacre! Wdll elther they were talking about a guest or Reggie Fenyx was back from thewar.
"Well, how did he look?' someone asked.

"The Colond said nonetoo hedthy," replied the first peaker, sounding uncertain. " Though what he
meant by that, | can't say.”

"It could be anything," athird woman said, with resignation. "Men have no notion.”

"W, he was wounded. | should think he has every right to look unhedthy," said the first. "What's more
interesting to meisthat hismother, Lady Devlin, is having tearight this minute with Alison Robinson and
her two girls.”

"No!" "What?' "Redly?' Thereplies came quickly, too quickly for the speaker to answer.

And now | understand why she was in such a pother over going to tea. It'snot just that it's Lady
Devlin and nobby society. It's Reggie. Unmarried Reggie.

"And her with two pretty daughterstoo. Hmm," said the owner of the third voice thoughtfully. "Well, we
know wherethewind blows there."

"Socid climber," said the second with contempt. " So Broom society isn't good enough for milady
Robinson& mdagh;"

"Befair! She never said anything about being gentry]" said thefirgt. " Some nob relative of hers sent Lady
Devlin aletter about her."

"At least now shélll stop her girlsangling for every lad with abit in his pocket here," said the second.
"Not that they're so many on the ground anymore, but till."

"With your Tamaraabout?' giggled the third. "Those chits didn't have a chance. Oh, | wish you'd seen
them at the Christmas party, swanning about in their fashionable London frocks, and in comes Tamarain
her two-year-old velvet from Glennis White, and there go dl the officers! Oh, their faceswereasight!”

"Finefeathers aren't everything,” the mother of the village beauty, Tamara Budd, said complacently.
"Nor, when it comesto it, isapretty face, if there'samean, nasty heart behind it.”

Eleanor didn't have to hide a smirk, since there was no oneto see her. If therewasasingle soul indl of
the village that her stepsisters hated, truly hated, it was Tamara Budd. She had been pretty when Eleanor
had been locked within the walls of the house. Now, evidently, she had blossomed into true beauty, for
any time some entertainment was on offer, be it atea-dance for soldiers or agathering at some house or
at the Broom Hall Inn, according to the girls, it was Tamarawho was the center of male attention.



There was no doubt that the stepsisters would have killed or disfigured her if they could. Eleanor could
tell that from the vicious things they said, the way they stabbed their cigarettesin the air, the mere tone
that their voices took when they spoke about her.

For her part, she might have been darmed that they would succeed in doing Tamara harm, except that
she dso heard them complaining that something protected their riva from any charms or cantripsthey
attempted to cast. She had agood ideathat it might be Sarah who was responsible, but you never knew.

She listened awhile longer, but it was clear enough that there was nothing more to hear, and it would not
be long before Alison and girls returned from their teawith Lady Devlin.

She crept out of hiding, and hurried back to the kitchen with her purloined newspaper hidden in the folds
of her skirt. From there it went undernesth the pile of logsfor the stove and the kitchen fire; there wasn't
achancethat either of the girls nor Alison would move a single one of those logs. Now that she had
gotten outside& mdash;and discovered what shocking changes had happened to the world that she had
known& mdash;she was &fire to find out how much more had been happening.

Not that any of it had been good. She had read with horror of ships being torpedoed by German
submarines and sent to the bottom with most of their human cargo& mdash;even hospitd ships! Bombs
had actually been dropped on parts of London and the eastern coast by both zeppelins and huge
aeroplanes and severd hundred perfectly innocent people had been blown to bits. Asfor the war itsdlf,
her head redled to think about it, and she knew she was getting no more than the barest, most sanitized
idea of what was going on from the papers. How could something be a"gloriousvictory" when dl it got
you was possession of along trench ahundred yards east of where you had been when an assault
sarted& mdash;a trench you had occupied severa times aready, only to have been driven out of it by the
Germans& mdash;who doubtless a so crowed about their "glorious victory.”

She couldn't help but wonder, was this how her father had died? No one had ever told her the details.
All that she had ever known was that he was dead. She had nightmares about it sometimes; that he was
blown to pieces by ashell, that he waskilled in acharge, that he was shot by asniper. That hedied
ingtantly, or that he had lain in agony for hours, while hisfellow soldierswatched, unableto help him. It
was horrible; she woke from those dreams sobbing, and only seeking solace from the little Sdlamanders
in her fire helped.

She sighed, and went to work on dinner preparations. The girls were going to get chicken stew and
dumplings, and likeit, for it was the only way to stretch the poor, thin chicken that had come by way of
the butcher shop today.

So, Reggie Fenyx was home again& mdash;and looking ill, and had been wounded. She could not
imagine the energetic young man, bailing over with enthusiasm that she had known, asbeingill or hurt.
Such athing never seemed possible.

But she couldn't imagine himinauniform, either.

She couldn't think of him as shooting people, and killing them; he had dways seemed so gentlein his
way.

As she chopped vegetables, she reflected that now she knew why Alison was so afire over theinvitation
to teawith Lady Devlin& mdash;so much so, that the girls had |eft frocks spread al over their rooms for
her to pick up, trying on this one and that one until Alison was satisfied with their appearance. It dl made
perfect sense. Alison wanted to get invitations up to Longacre Park so that the girlswould have an
unrestricted chance to snare Reggie.



She chopped savagely at the old, withered carrots. Miserable creatures! They would do nothing other
than make poor Reggie unhappy! Here he was coming home in aweakened state, and they were going
to descend on him like vultures to nibble on the carcass& mdash,

But wait amoment; hadn't Sarah said that the Fenyx family were Elemental Masters?
She had!

Eleanor felt her shoulders unknot. Of course. Reggie was an Air Magter; Alison's girlswould have no
more chance of bewitching him than of taking one of his aeroplanes up by themselves.

But that opened up another thought. If Reggie was an Air Magter, wouldn't he be able to see themagic
spellson her? And even if he couldn't do anything about them himself, couldn't he tell someonewho
could?

Her heart fluttered in her throat at the very idea& mdash;

Don't get your hopes up, she scolded herself severdly. First you have to get out of here. Then you
have to be somewhere that he is. And last, he has to be willing to help you.

Stll, the mere chance of a hope was more than shedd had in along time.

| can at least make plans.
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April 23, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

"SO THEBLOODY YANKSFINALLY decided to give us ahand, then." That was Matt Brennan, the
barman's brother. Poor Matt had lost aleg and his arm had been terribly mangled, and half thetime
seemed to have lost his speech aswell. Brother Thomas kept him on as potman, collecting the glasses,
doing abit of sweeping up, and let him degp somewhere on the premises once the place was closed. It
wasn't much, but it was work.

The news had finally percolated to Broom that the United States had actually joined the war that the rest
of the world had been fighting for the past three years, and it waslikely to be the sole topic of
conversation herein this pub for therest of the week. Everyone who came in started it over again.

"What dyethink of them Y anks, captain?' Ross Ashley asked. "Never caught sight of one mysdlf.”

"Well," Reggie said, measuring hiswords carefully. "We got quite afew Y anksin the RFC, boysthat
wouldn't sit till and watch while someone e'se was having afight. | heard the French picked up afew,
epecidly inthe Foreign Legion.”



"So they got the gumption to stick it, ye think?" asked Will Stevens, who had been agood yeoman
farmer before the war began, and was again, just without three fingers on his right hand.

Reggie shrugged. "Hard to tdll, redly. The ones| saw dl seemed to think of themsalves asbeing in some
sort of Wild West show. Talked about 'flying by the seat of the pants, didn't pay alot of attention to
ingtruction, and tended to be ‘thirty-minute men' if that. Though when they were good enough to survive,
they were quite good. | don't know what their infantry will belike."

Y oung Albert Norman (chest wound, lost alung) coughed and cleared his throat. Mind, he coughed a
great dedl, but thiswas the sort of cough he used when about to say something.

"There are agreat many of them,”" he said carefully. "It'sabigger country than Canada. And | shouldn't
think it would be too terribly difficult for them to turn al those factories to making armaments.”

Reggie nodded. Albait waswell read; Reggie didn't doubt in the least that he had theright of it.

"S0," Doug Baird (shrapnel to thelegs) said bitterly. "Well have fought the Kaiser to astanddtill for three
bloody years, and the Y ankswill just come in with convoys of fresh troops and al the damned supplies
you could ask for, roll over the trenches, and take credit for the whole thing, then?"

Reggie sighed. To be brutally honest, he didn't seeit turning out any other way. But he decided not to say
anything. These men were hitter enough without his adding to their discontent& mdash;or despair.

"Atleast it will be over,” Richard Bowen said, with resignation. "That'sdl | care about. Just let it be
over."

Thomas Brennan cleared histhroat. "Last cdl, gentlemen.” "My round again," Reggie said decisvely.

Hedid alot of round-buying& mdash;not so much asto make it seem asif he was patronizing them, but
because he knew very well that there was not alot of money to sparein their households, and it seemed
ahard thing to him to have aman leave bits of himself in Francein the service of his country only to find
he couldn't afford his pint when he came home again. A hard thing, and awicked, crue thing; there
wasn't alot of pleasure left in the world for these men.

Those that had gone back to their work& mdash;farmers, mostly& mdash;were finding it difficult. Those
who hadn't lost limbs outright still had injuries bad enough to muster them out. Legs didn't work right
anymore, ams didn't have the same strength. They found themsalves depending on their wives or
children to help them with difficult physical jobs, and that was humiliating. Often the young horsesthey'd
depended on to help with plowing had been taken for the war, leaving only the old fellows who should
have been taking up pasture-space. They found themsdves with ahouse full of Land Girls, who might or
might not be of any use. Nothing was the same, everything was more difficult, and what had they gotten
out of it al? Nothing to speak of. The best, the very best that they could say was that because they were
at the production end of the food supply it was easier for them to hide abit from the government and
circumvent some of the shortages. If you were afarmer, you could still have your swests, if you made do
with honey instead of sugar, and though sugar was rationed for teg, it was, oddly enough, not rationed
for jam-making& mdash;you could hide apig in your wood-lot, or raise rabbits openly, since rabbit-mest
wasn't in short supply. When you brought your whegt to David Miller, hed generdly "forget” about afew
of the bags of white flour he loaded back on your cart. And if you had a cow of your own, your kiddies
weren't forced to drink that thin, blue skimmed milk that made the city children so thin and pae-looking.

But that was the best you could say. For the rest, between rationing and scarcity, the prices were up, and
what you got for your produce was the same asit had been before the war, just about. Someone was
making aprofit, but it wasn't you.



And if you didn't own or lease afarm& mdash;well, things were very hard indeed. Sometimes you
couldn't do your old job, and it was hard to find anew one. Especialy around here.

So if Reggie could help out alittle by buying more than his share of rounds, it seemed asmadl thing.

Mater wouldn't like it by half if she knew where | was going of a night. Hanging about with
socialists. . . . But what she doesn't know, she can't object to. I'm more welcome here than there.
Her father had gotten so poisonoudy aggressivein his accusations of maingering of late that even she had
dtarted to protest weakly. Never mind that there were days Reggie couldn't leave his room, days when
he locked the door and spent haf the day crouched in a corner like aterrified mouse, too afraid to so
much asmove. "Acting" waswhat Grandfather Sutton would have called it. Oh, yes, acting. Asif he
enjoyed spending histime huddled behind the furniture too afraid to make a sound, and completely
unableto say what it was he was afraid of, only knowing that the bottom was out of the universe and
doom was upon him.

But there was aletter in Reggie's pocket right now that might well prove to be the old man's undoing.
The addresson the envelope said it dl: Brigadier Eric Mann (Ret.) The EIms, Dorcester.

The Brigadier had been agrest friend of Reggie's father& mdash;he had more experiencein asingle
month with actual combat than Grandfather Sutton had in his entire career. Hisletter had been phrased
with great ddlicacy, but Reggie had no difficulty whatsoever in interpreting it. The Brigadier had heard
about Reggi€sinjuries, heactudly knew what life waslike on the front, and he wanted to come visit and
offer whatever support he could.

And dthough in generd the very last thing that Reggie wanted at the moment was a parade of visitors
through Longacre, thiswas one |l etter he had answered as soon as he had read it, in the affirmative. The
Brigadier did know what life was like on the front. He had been there. How? Reggie had no idea how he
had managed to get out there& mdash;but the little he'd read in the | etter told him that Eric Mann knew
what conditionswereredly like. The Brigadier would not tolerate any nonsense from Grandfather Sutton.
With any luck, once they butted heads atime or two, Sutton would elect to clear out and go back to his
clubin London and leave Reggiein peace. At the very least, he would keep his mouth shut aslong asthe
Brigadier wasthere.

Reggie could hardly wait.
"Time, gentlemen!™ Thomas cdled, recadling him to his present surroundings.

There waslittle more than ahdf inch of bitter in his glass;, he swalowed it down with gppreciation, left a
little something under the glassfor Matt to find, stood up, and pulled on hisdriving coat. That was one
good thing about having an auto over ahorse; he didn't have to worry about leaving a horse standing tied
up for hours.

On the other hand, the auto won't get you home by itself if you're drunk. . . .

He made hisfarewells and went out into the night; he redlly couldn't bear watching the others make their
way home. It was just too heartbreaking. If aman staggered away from his favorite pub of an evening, it
should be because held had just awee bit too much, not because his legs were too painful to hold him.

Nor because one leg was gone, and he wasn't used to walking on the wooden one.

Instead, he paid excruciatingly careful attention to getting the auto started; by the time held done, they
were al gone. He climbed giffly into the driver's seet, and chugged away.



"Wél! There goesthat Reggie Fenyx again," Sarah said, asthe unfamiliar sound of an automobile engine
chugged past the front of her cottage.

Eleanor looked up from the runes of warding that she had been learning. "How do you know?"

Sarah snorted. "And who eseisit that would be leaving Thomas Brennan's pub after last call ina
motorcar?' she asked rhetorically. "Doctor Sutherland's choiceisthe public bar at the Broom Hall Inn
when he goes anywhere, Steven Zachary hasn't got amotor of his own yet, the vicar doesn't drink in
public, so there you are! Besides, | happen to know the lads that have al been mustered out have taken
the place over since Matt came home, and | expect he feels more at ease there among them than
anywhereds"

Eleanor looked down at thelittle firepot she wasusing. "It'shorrible, isntit." It was a statement, not a
question. "It's horrible, and they can't talk to anyone else about it."

"Wl they could," Sarah replied, somewhat to Eleanor's surprise. "They could talk to their wives, their
sweethearts, their mothers. We're stronger than they think. They keep thinking they have to protect us
from whatever it isthat they went through, so therethey are, suffering behind closed mouths, building
wallsto protect us, they say, but it'sall so wewon't seethey're weak." She shook her head. "Asif we
dont. But thereitis. Slly, isn't it? That they daren't let us see them asless than strong?”

Eleanor looked up and lifted an eyebrow. "I think | see why you never married, Sarah," shereplied, with
irony.

Sarah laughed. "Well, and | reckoned if | wanted something that'd come and go as he pleased, take me
for granted, and ignore me when he chose, I'd get acat. And if | wanted something I'd dways haveto be
picking up after, getting into trouble, but davishly devoted, I'd get adog.”

Eleanor shook her head and went back to her firepot, which was alittle cast-iron pot on three legs, full of
codsover which flames danced bludly. She waslearning to write runesin the fire, which wasthe first
step to making it answer her. A Sdamander was coiled in the bottom of the pot just above the codls; it
watched her with interest, and hissed awarning when she wasjust starting to go wrong.

Her moment of inattention made it hiss again, and Sarah paused to look down &t it. "They're not
supposed to do that, you know," she said, in surprise. "Warn you, that is. It'samost likeit'strying to help
you."

"l think itis" Eleanor said, canceling the rune with awave of her wand, and holding out her hand to the
pot. The salamander uncoiled itself and leapt out of the pot, circled her wrigts like ferret three or four
times, then leapt back into the pot.

Sarah shook her head. "They're not supposed to do that. 1'd not have believed it if I'd been told. There's
summeat about you they like." "1 hope s0," she replied.

"Aye, wdl, they're not so changeable asar and water, though be wary you don't go angering them,”
Sarah warned. "They're quick to anger, and they neler forget, nor forgive."

Eleanor nodded, and bent back to her work. But part of her mind was on Reggie, wondering if Carolyn
and Lauralee had been introduced to him, yet, if they'd Sarted trying to charm him yet. It made her angry,
that thought, and& mdash;yes& mdash;jed ous. Which made no sense a al. He probably didn't even



remember her, and if he did, it was as nothing more than a hoydenish tomboy, aslly little girl with awild
notion of becoming a scholar. He probably wouldn't remember her even if someone reminded him of her.

And asfor now, hewouldn't ook at her twice. She certainly was so far beneath his notice that if they
passed on the same side of the Street he wouldn't even see her, not redlly.

Sop thinking about Reggie! she scolded herself. Get your mind on your work. Because if you can't
learn this soon, Alison and her girlswill have him, and then where will you be?

"Dont bother fixing anything for tea, Ellie," Alison caled through the open kitchen door. "Were having it
at Longacre. In fact& mdash;" Eleanor could not help but hear the gloating sound in her voice "well be
having our tea at Longacre for the foreseeable future.”

"Yes, maam," Eleanor said dutifully, but her heard legpt. Teaat Longacre Park? And for the foreseeable
future? That would mean she would be able to get away for the whole afternoon.

Of course, Alison would seeit as another privation& mdash;if she wasn't permitted to get out tea-things
for her ssepmother and the girls, she wouldn't be able to make any teafor herself. Which meant that she
would haveto wait until suppertimefor amed.

Or s0 Alison thought. Well, that's what | want her to think. So Eleanor contrived to look disappointed
and hungry, though she was neither. She could hardly contain her excitement as Alison and her girls
bundled up into the motor and chugged off in the direction of Longacre Park. And the moment she was
sure they weren't going to return, she wrote her runes on the hearthstone and was off like ashot.

The sky was bright and blue, the wind high, and she only had afew hours& mdash;but she knew where
she wanted to be. Down at the opposite end of the six thousand or so acres of Longacre, in the round
meadow in alittle copse of trees a the end of what she still thought of asthe Aeroplane Field. No one
would see her there, no one ever went there; she was half mad to get out of the house for some sun and
ar. And thiswasthe farthest Alison's spell would let her go.

She wrapped up acouple of dices of bread and jam for her own tea, broke her sprig of rosemary and
left half on the hearthstone, flung on a coat and ran out the door.

Shewasn't even entirely surewhat she was running from. Maybe it was& mdash;well& mdash;everything.
Her own imprisonment. Thewar news. Alison's glee and the girls gloating. And fear, fear, so much
fear& mdash;now she knew she had a chance to set hersdlf free, and shewas afraid. Afraid she would
never learn dl she needed to, afraid that she would never be able to command her Element as skillfully as
Alison could and would lose, and her imprisonment would be even harsher than it was now. Afraid that
ever if shedid escape, no onewould believe what she had to tell them, and she would accomplish
nothing, or worse than nothing& mdash;that she'd be locked up as mad, or given back over to Alison, or
else would have to turn drudge for someone elsein order to put food in her ssomach and aroof over her
head. In away, things were worse than before; before she'd had no hope and so nothing to lose.

Nowé& mdash;now she had hope and dl to lose.

So sheran, hoping to outrun her own fear and uncertainty. Hoping to outrun the bleak air of depression
that hung over the entire town. Hoping to get to one place where none of this mattered, where she could
just be for afew hours, and pretend that there was no war, there was no Alison, that the days of peace
and plenty were still upon them dl, and that when she came back to the house her father would still be



aive and waiting to share supper with her.

She pushed hersdf so hard, trying to outrun her very thoughts, that she arrived at the meadow winded
and out of breath, and flung hersalf down in the middie of the clear space among thetreesto lie on her
back in the old, dry grass and look up at the clouds and pant.

And it was glorious, because she could just empty her mind and not think, not about anything or anyone,
and just stare up into the blue and watch nothing.

She could, infact, havelain there forever, with the warm sun shining down on her. At that moment,
cutting free of Alison and just going, finding someone eseto work for, didn't seem so bad an
idea& mdash;

Except& mdash;
If she did this to me, and to Papa, what would she do to Reggie?

The question struck her like athunderbolt out of the blue sky, but at that moment she knew that if either
Carolyn or Laurdee married Reggie Fenyx, no matter how strong his Air Magic was, he would remain
dive no longer than her father had.

She st bolt upright at the thought& mdash;
&mdash;and ayelp of strangled fear met her sudden gppearance out of the grass.

She twisted around onto her kneesto face the sound, and found herself staring into the white face of

Reggie Fenyx.

Hewas sitting on afdlen tree-trunk at the edge of the tiny meadow, quite aone, and clearly her sudden
appearance had frightened the wits out of him. As he stared at her with wild, wide eyes, al she could
think of to do wasto hold out her hand and say, soothingly, "I'm sorry& mdash;| beg your

pardon& mdash;I'm redly very sorry& mdash;”

Hetrembled as he stared at her, asif he didn't quite recognize her for what she was. And then, quite
suddenly, she saw sense come into his gaze, and of course, he did recognize her, and passed ahand over
his pae face. "No& mdash;no& mdash;" he said, findly. "No, it'squitedl right. It'sjust my nerves. |
wasn't expecting anyone& mdash;that is, | thought | was adone; no one ever used to come down to this
part of Longacre but me."

"Well," she said, dowly getting to her feet, brushing down her threadbare skirt with one hand, and
wondering hesitantly if she should leave. "That isn't quite true. But most of the people who used to come
hereare gone.”

"Gone. That would be& mdash;the boys, wouldn't it?" Hishand was till over his eyes, and il trembling.
"Yes. Not boys any longer, though, and they would be gone, wouldn't they? Even the youngest." With an
effort, he took hishand away from his eyes and looked at her again. She was horribly ashamed of how
shabby she was, but he didn't notice, or at least, if he did, he wasn't letting on. He squinted &t her, and
then managed atremulous smile. "Y ou're thet little tomboy, Eleanor Robinson from the village, aren't
you? Only not such alittle tomboy anymore.” The smilefaded. "1 heard about your father. I'm dreadfully
sorry."

She looked down at her hands, clasped together in front of her. "Thank you," she said quietly. Then she
looked back up again. She kept her frown to herself, but& mdash;



But wasn't he supposed to be an Air Master? Y et there were none of the energies, none of the
Elementas of Air anywhere about him! Why, he showed no more of magic than& mdash;than the
schoolmaster, Michael Stone! Less!

Surely that wasn't right.

"S0, do you come and invade my private property often?' he was asking, trying to sound normd, trying
to make an ordinary conversation of the sort he could so easily back before the war began.

And now she found hersdlf fighting against the prohibitions of Alison's other spells. She would have liked
to say, "When | can escape my stepmother's spell& mdash;” or "When no oneis going to catch me and
make my life a purgatory& mdash;"

But al she could say was, "When | can." Then she sighed. "It's so peaceful here, and sometimes | can't
bear how things are now. Here, nothing's changed. It's al the way it was& mdash;before. The meadow
probably hasn't changed in ahundred years.”

"That's agood answer, Eleanor Robinson," hereplied. "That's a very good answer, and | give you leave
to come here whenever you warnt. It'sthe reason | came down here& mdash;well, | tell alie, it's one of
the reasons.” He smiled wanly. "My teatime has been unconscionably invaded, and | came to escape the

enemy.

Shefurrowed her brow in puzzlement, and stepped forward a pace or two. "Enemy?' she asked
uncertainly.

"Women," he elaborated. "A gaggle of women. Invited by my mother, with maice and intent. Those theat
weren't there on their own to smper and flirt at me, were mothers eyeing the goods before they set their
own daughters on the scent.” He shuddered. "1 felt like the only fox in the county with three huntsin the
field at once”

She couldn't help it; she had to laugh at that. Especidly considering that Alison and the girls must have
been in that group he so openly despised.

And they thought they were the only ones with an invitation to tea! That was more than enough to
make her smile. Oh, they would be so angry when they came home! They hadn't reckoned on there
being competition. They should have, though. Reggie would have been quite aprize before the war, and
now, with so many young men dead in France and Flanders, he was an even grester prize.

And the best part was that they would be blaming one another. Alison would be blaming the girlsfor not
being sufficiently charming to keep Reggie there, and the girlswould be blaming their mother for not
knowing this was going to be acompetition staged by Reggie's mother, inadvertently or on purpose.
Therewas not asingle thing that any of them could blame on her, so they would make poisonousjibes a
each other, or sare sullenly, dl through dinner.

And meanwhile, here he was, the object of their hunt, hiding from them.

"I'll goif you want to be done," she offered. It only seemed fair. Hed come here to be aone, hadn't he?
"l just& mdash;| just wanted to go somewhere today where | could pretend that& mdash;all
that& mdash;hadn't happened. At least for awhile.”

"I wanted the samething," he said, and somehow, the wistful, yet completely hopelessway in which he
sad it, made her heart ache for him. " And& mdash;no, Miss Robison& mdash;" "Eleanor,” she said,
ingantly.



Hesmiled alittle. "Thenif | amto cal you Eleanor, you must promiseto call me Reggie. No, please don't
go. I'm not much company, but | don't want to think I've driven you away from the only peaceful place
you canfind."

He patted the tree-trunk beside him in akind of half-hearted invitation to Sit; instead, she sat downinthe
grassa hisfedt.

Helooked agreet ded different from the last time she had seen him, and it wasn't just the little moustache
or the close-cropped military haircut. He was very pae, and every movement had a nervous qudity to it,
like one of those high-bred miniature greyhounds that never seems entirely sure something isn't going to
gep onit or snatch it up and biteit in two. He was dso very thin, much thinner than she remembered him
being.

And hiseyes, his gray-blue eyes, were the saddest things about him. "Haunted" was the very expression
shewould have used, had anyone asked her. These were eyesthat had seen too much, too much loss,
too much horror.

Shefelt tongue-tied, at alossfor anything to say to him, and it was clear that he felt the same. Findly, she
said, in desperation, knowing that the topic of an automobile was at least safe, "1 heard your motorcar go
past the other night. Isit avery fast one?’

With rdlief, he seized the neutra subject as a drowning man seizes aplank, and went into exacting,
excruciating detail about the auto. She had to admit, dthough she didn't care ajot about the insides of the
thing, the other things he could tell her about the auto itsaf were fascinating. Evidently itstype had won
many races, and there was no doubt that he was as proud of it as he had been of his aeroplane.

And something ingtinctively warned her about not talking about flying, though she couldn't have told what.
Perhapsit was the vague recollection of hearing his wounds had come when he had crashed. Perhapsiit
was because he himsdlf didn't bring the subject up, and before he had gone off to the war, that had been
the one thing in hislife he had been the most passionate abouit.

When he ran out of thingsto tell her about his motorcar, she asked about what he had read for a
Oxford, and what hisfriends had been like. He relaxed, more and more, as he spoke of these things, and
she thought she just might be doing him some good. Findly, when he looked asif he was searching alittle
too hard for another good story, she smiled, and asked, "1 have some bread and jam. Would you like to
share my tea?'

And at that, he laughed weakly, and quoted, " ‘Better adinner of herbs where loveis? Yes, thank you, |
should very much like to share your tea. And& mdash;" He reached down behind the trunk of the tree
and brought up an old rucksack, rummaging around in it for amoment. "Well, yes, good, my old ingtincts
have not failled me; as| fled the harpies, | carried off provender. | can provide drink. | have two bottles
of ginger-beer."

With great solemnity he opened the bottles and handed her one; she passed over haf of her dightly
sguashed jam sandwiches.

"| think it was very rude of your mother not to have warned you that guests were coming,” she said
bluntly, after they clinked bottles. "Especidly so many. That wasnot a dl fair."

"Yes, well, if shed told mel'd have done the bunk beforehand, now, wouldn't 1?* hereplied logically. "I
suppose now I'll haveto find some excuse to avoid teatime every day from now on& mdash;”

"Oh, don't do that& mdash;shell just invite them to supper or something equaly inconvenient]” Eleanor



exclaimed. "No, the thing to do& mdash;" she screwed up her face as she thought hard. "The thing to do
isto gt through it oncein awhile. Every other day, or every third day, or the like. Only have something,
some gppointment or task later in the afternoon that you have to do so you can excuse yourself after an
hour or two. That way your mother won't ever know when, exactly, you're going to take teawith her,
and you will have agood escape ready.”

"By Jove, Eleanor, | think that will work! And | know my estate manager will be only too ruddy pleased
to have mein the office as often as possible, so | can make that my excuse." He actualy looked& mdash;
happy. Wanly happy, but definitely for one moment, happy. ™Y ou should be atactician, old girl!"

And just a that most pleasant moment, she fdt the first faint tugging of Alison's hearth-spell, and looked
down to seethe sprig of rosemary pinned to the breast of her shirtwaist starting to wilt. She could have
cursed. "'l haveto go!" she exclaimed, jumping to her feet. "I'm really sorry, but | must& mdash;"

"What'sthe hurry?" he asked in bewilderment, as she shoved the empty ginger-beer bottle into his hands.
"l say, | haven't said anything to offend you, have?'

"No, no, no, | just haveto get back, | don't have achoice," she shook her head and felt the sting of
disappointed tearsin her eyes. "It's nothing to do with you; | enjoyed talking with you. | haveto
or& mdash;or& mdash; or I'll be in trouble& mdash;" she shook her head, and turned away.

"Well, at least say you'll be here tomorrow!" he called after her, as she began to run acrossthe grass.

"l can't&mdash;" she called back over her shoulder, then at the Sight of his stricken face, she made a
reckless promise. "I'll come& mdash;I'll come whenever | can! At teatime! Whenever | canl™

And with that, she had to turn to race back to the house, back to captivity, an imprisonment that was
now more onerous than it ever had seemed before.

April 28, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

DINNER WASNOT PLEASANT TONIGHT. Animosity and suspicion hung over thetable likethe
cloud of cigarette smoke rising above the heads of al three of the Robinsons at the table. "I don't
undergand it,” Alison said, glaring a her daughters. "He hasn't shown the least bit of interest in either of
you. That isjust& mdash;unnatural.” "It wasn't my spells, Mama," Carolyn said petulantly, tossing her
head. "Y ou checked them yoursdlf. Y ou watched mework them.” Shelooked sideways at her sster.
"Unless you interfered& mdash;"

But Alison wasn't accepting that excuse. "She didn't interfere; don't you think | would be ableto tell?!
Alison snarled. "No, it's not that. I've never seen anyone who was so unaffected by spells, and that's not



natura . Even men with no magic at al respond to sex-charms.”

Eleanor was unashamedly eavesdropping, and by ameansthat her stepmother would never guess. If
Alison cameto look, shewould find Eleanor stoically pedling potatoes at the hearth, staring into thefire.
Little did she guessthat what Eleanor was staring at was not the flames. She had learned anew spell, or
to be more precise, she had improvised it out of ascrying spdll in Sarah's grimoire, that was supposed to
use mirrors, linking the mirrors together, like atransmitter and awirelessradio, so that whatever was
reflected in the target mirror was reflected in the one that the scryer held.

Only instead of mirrors, Eleanor was using the flames on the hearth in the kitchen and the onein the
dining-room. It had been very odd, actually& mdash; Sarah had been struck dumb when shefirst tried it.
And she could not imagine where she had gotten the idea that such athing would work, either; it

just& mdash;came to her, as she was reading the grimoire, asif someone had told it to her.

Now it was asif she was looking out from the fireplace there, and what was more, she was ableto hear
everything that went on as clearly asif shewas tting right there.

"It isn't only sex-charms he doesn't respond to,” Lauralee said, stabbing her cigarette down into the
center of her plate. "'l tried to make him loathe that Leva Cygnet girl, and instead, he sat next to her at
ted"

"And | thought you said hewas an Air Master, Mama," interrupted Carolyn. "But | haven't seenasingle
Sylph anywhere about him, nor any hint of magic. Areyou sure hesan Air Magter?'

And when Carolyn said that, Eleanor watched Alison go through the most curious pantomime she had
ever seenin her life. Alison opened her mouth to say something& mdash;then a puzzled ook came over
her& mdash;then she closed her mouth, opened it again, closed it, and frowned.

The girlsstared a her, asif they had never seen their mother so nonplussed ether.
Eleanor wondered what it meant.

"No Sylphsabout,” Alison said, consideringly. "Asif the Sylphs do not recognize him ashaving Air
Mastery either. No Zephyrs. They can't see him& mdash;I'm sure that's what that means. And yet, no
shields, ether. Asif ... asif heisamagica cipher, anull. . . ."

"Actudly, Mama," Laurdee said reflectively. "It's more asif the spellswe cast on him arejust swallowed
up.”

"Drained away," Carolyn echoed. "Or reflected, but not back at us."

"How . .. odd. Then| believe we are going to have to rethink our strategy,” Alison brooded. "1 wanted
him to be attracted to you before | went to work more directly. | am going to need to make new plans.”

"What new plans, Mama?"' Lauralee asked |leaning forward over the table eagerly. "Are you going to
teach usnew magic?'

Eleanor watched as Alison rubbed her hands along her arms uneasily. "Well, the magic that you two can
cast isclearly not going to work. Infact, | would say heis probably resistant to al but the most powerful

megic.
Both of them gazed at their mother with hunger now. Eleanor had wondered, ever since Sarah had come

to the door, if Alison had been purposefully holding back teaching her daughters, or if her daughterswere
just not capable of greater magic. It was hard to tell& mdash;though it was true that none of the Earth



Elementalswere attracted to the girls.

Now she heard the answer, or at least, the answer that Alison was going to give them. "I'm afraid, my
dears, you have no more inborn ability with magic than Warrick Locke. And | don't think at this point it
would be wiseto use my greater magicsfor morethan | dready have planned. So instead of using magic,
use your wiles; show no jealousy of the other girls, but be the most pleasant and charming creaturesin the
room. Pay attention to everything he does and says. Work out what pleases him and what he would
prefer not to dedl with. Be sympathetic, and find thingsto get hismind off thewar. That will do for now.
Meanwhile, | will need to do some research of my own.”

Eleanor had wondered about that. Her own fedling, once she had begun learning about magic hersdlf, had
been that neither girl would ever be aMaster& mdash;becauseif that were possible for them, they would
have surdly shown some sign of it by now.

"Yes, Mama," the two chorused as one. They |eft the table to go up to their rooms, as Alison rang for
Eleanor to clean up.

Is that why Reggie recognized me, when no one else in the village does? she wondered, as she
carried plates back to the kitchen. Because Alison's spells just don't work on him?

It hadn't been until she had gotten back to the kitchen after first meeting him that she had realized Reggie
hed recognized her, had known who she was, almost from the first moment he had seen her. Other than
Sarah, he was, apparently, the only other person who did. And she hadn't been able to get away to ask
Sarah why that could be since the meeting.

Eventsin the household had conspired againgt her. First, despite Alison's assertion that she and the girls
would be having teaup at Longacre for the foreseeable future, that hadn't exactly come to pass. The next
day had been Alison's"a home," and athough Alison certainly wanted to claw her way into the socid
circles of Longacre, she knew better than to abandon her post asleading light of Broom. For one thing,
there were quite anumber of thingsthat the ladies of Broom could do to undermine Alison's progressiif
they chose. And for another, as she explained to her daughters, there was no point in prematurely burning
bridges. The socid set of Broom was still useful & mdash; particularly that centered around the vicarage,
for thevicar, Donald Hinshaw, and hiswife Theresa were the one couple who traveled socidly fredy
between village and the big house.

Then the next day had been amesting of the Ladies Friendly Society, and it had been held at The
Arrows, though under the auspices of its president, Amy Hammer. It had been yet another
bandage-rolling meeting, and as a consegquence, the house had been filled with women, dl of whom
required teaand refreshments. Now, those meetings were ones at which Eleanor had to be particularly
careful of what was served; it wouldn't do at al to makeit look asif this household was immune from the
current privations& mdash;but at the same time, Alison was adamant that the tea be something that would
elevate her datus as ahostess. It al came down on Eleanor's shoulders, of course. It meant a great ded
of cutting up heavy brown bread into thin, thin dices, toagting it delicately, and removing the crusts,
goreading it with layers of jam and potted shrimp. It meant cutting more wafer-thin dices of brown bread
and adding wafer-thin dices of smoked Scottish salmon atop. It meant baking whatever sort of cake
could be managed with what was available in the village shops.

So that pretty well put paid to getting away that day. And the next, Warrick Locke had come for the
afternoon. It had been al about business and legal papers, there was agood clue now to which sort of
"business’ was going on when Locke showed up. If it was mundane business, he brought with him his
personal secretary, acurioudy opague lady named Jennifer Summers, aswell ashis"man,” Robbie
Christopher. Eleanor was not around Miss Summers enough to make a judgment of her, but Robbie



made her flesh crawl. There was just something not right about him. As a consequence, she kept well out
of their way. Locke spent the entire afternoon closeted with Alison, going over any number of matters
concerning the manufactories.

He might be a horrible man, but he did know his business.
So, that meant no leaving the house on that day.

Finally, though, today had sent Alison and the girls out into the village on a series of meetings and whatnot
concerning the annua May Day fete for the church, which brought them home exhausted, and made them
perfect targetsfor Sarah's herb-spell. They were in bed by nine and fast adeep by ten, dl three of them,
and Eleanor wasfreeto cast her spell and run to Sarah's cottage.

Sarah waan't d one& mdash; Annette Monsteed, the village midwife-in-training, and sister to Eric, the
village sexton, was with her, discussing apossibly difficult case. Rether than intrude, Eleanor didn't even
knock; she just waited outside until Annette [eft. It was scarcely ahardship; it was a beautiful evening, the
kind on which& mdash;before the war& mdash; courting couples would go out waking.

Though that "waking" sometimesresulted in casesfor Annette....

Proper young ladies weren't supposed to know about that sort of thing, but Eleanor had never been
proper as such& mdash;and since the war, there was, if not actualy condoning of such matters, certainly
more understanding of them, and of the acts of desperation that led to an unexpected pregnancy. A
fellow could get emergency leave, at least to get asfar as London for aday or two to "put thingsright.”
There was not so much counting of months between the wedding-day and the day of the baby's arrival.

Eric turned up to escort his sister home& mdash; he, too, was above the conscription age, though hissister
was at least twenty years younger. He was the eldest, and she the youngest, of atruly enormous family.
Not so much afamily asatribe, in fact. Smal wonder Annette had turned out to have ataent for
midwifery!

Only after they were gone out of sght did Eleanor knock on Sarah's door and let hersdlf in.
"I've met Reggie!" she burgt out, unable to hold hersdalf back. " And Sarah& mdash;he recognized me”

"Well, and he would, wouldn't he, being an Air Master& mdash;" she began, but thistime Eleanor
interrupted her.

"Y es, but there's no Sylphs around him, and no Air energy,” she continued, and went on to describe what
she had learned watching the fire night after night.

When she wasfinished, Sarah stood next to her own hearth, armsfolded over her chest, tapping her
foot. "Hmm. That's adifferent kettle of fish dtogether. It dmost sounds like& mdash;" But then she
frowned, and shook her head. "No, | don't know. And it's not right to speculate. | don't know nearly as
much as your mother did, and sending you off in the wrong direction wouldn't do either of you any good.”

"Sarah!" Eleanor cried indignantly. "At least give me ahint!" Sarah pursed her lips, and ran her hand
through her hair. "Wdll, if | wereto guess, and not being aMaster, | have no busnessin guessng, |
would say that something happened to him to make him afraid of using any magic. Now, when aMaster
decides not to use any magic, none at dl, sometimesthey stop thinking straight, and their

heart& mdash;not their heads, the thinking parts, put the heart, the feding part& mdash;is so frightened
that the heart decides that means no magic by anyone elseis going to get used around them either. So
magic around them gets kind of & mdash;swallowed up. Things that the heart decides usually happen



unlessthe head iswell in charge.” Sarah shrugged. "But that's just aguess. People like me don't have
enough magic to do that sort of thing."

"But if that'sthe case, then why couldn't | tell him about Alison?' she asked, feding desperate now. "Why
didn't that spell stop working?'

Sarah grimaced, but with an air asif it should have been obviousto Eleanor that she had no ideawhy
these things had happened or not. "Don't know. Maybe because that spell is stronger. Maybe because
the spell to keep people from recognizing you is set to work on them and the one to keep you from
telling people the truth is set to work on you." She shook her head. "I don't know, I'm just guessing. I'm
not the Magter Alisonis, nor the Master your mother was. | know I've had my own counter-charms set
that let me see you and talk to you freely, but then, | aready knew what and who you wereand | had a
bit of your baby-hair | could use to work them. | don't know the complicated spells; | never bothered to
learn them. I'm only strong enough to work cantrips and charms. In the case of countering what's on you,
| can make them work for me, but not other people, unless | were to set the charm on each one of them.
And maybedl of this guessing is going wide of the mark. I've no way to know."

It wasterribly frustrating. To know that she had someone within reach who probably could help her
bresk the spellsthat were on her, if only he knew what was going on, was agonizing.

"What do | do?" shewailed. Sarah gazed at her sternly.

"Y ou stop whingeing for one," the witch replied. "It isn't going to help. For another, if you can find out
what it ishe's so afraid of, maybe you can do somewhat about it. Do that, and he may come out of that
shell he's built around himself. If you can crack that, he should see you're set about with spells yourself,
and wonder why, and try untangling them himsdf. But you can't do any of thet if you're wasting your time
feding sorry for yoursdlf.”

Eleanor felt hersdlf flush with anger, but kept a curb on her tongue. Sarah was right& mdash;but the
witch'stongue got oversharp when sheld had along day. And it wasn't asif Eleanor's day had been any
shorter.

"Now, inthe meantime," Sarah was dready continuing, "While you're here, you might aswell learn
something. If Alison ever decidesto chalenge you Master to Magter in a Sorcerer's Dud, your little
Sdamanders aren't going to be causing her more than aminute of amusement. So you might aswell Sart
learning how to call the Greater Fire Elementals, and the best timeis now. Well start with the Phoenyx.”

Eleanor was quite ready to fal adeep on Sarah's floor when the wilting of her rosemary sprig told her it
was time to go. When she got back, she made up her bed on the kitchen floor again, rather than take the
chance of ssumbling on the stairs and waking the household. She thought she saw eyesin the embersas
she drowsed off& mdash;not the golden eyes of the Salamanders, but ahot, burning blue. . . .

Reggie showed up faithfully in the meadow at tegtime, every day& mdash; though after the second day
that the girl failed to materidize, he had brought the 'bus with him, so he could go on down to the pub if
shedidn't show up. After the third day, as he sat in the sun and listened to the wind in the grass watched
the branches overhead with their haze of new green buds, he wondered why he kept coming

here& mdash;there was nothing very specid about her& mdash,

& mdash;well, other than her quick wit and agile mind.



It wasn't asif she were especidly pretty; certainly not compared with al the elegant, doe-like creatures
his mother kept trotting past him. Shewas as raw as ayoung filly and just as awkward. She seemed to
be as poor as a church-mouse, too, from the state of her clothing.

That was odd; as he recaled, old Robinson had been something in the way of amanufacturing fellow,
and when held known her last the girl had certainly dressed well enough. But maybe the money wasdl
gone, thanksto thewar. Therewere alot of placesthat had failed; couldn't get the raw goods they
needed to keep making whatever it was they were making.

Shelooked asif sheworked for aliving. Maybe she was amaid now, or akitchen-girl. Or maybe she
worked in one of the other pubs or something. Maybe that was what she meant when she said she'd be
there"if shecould.”

What wasiit about her that made him desert his mother's carefully gathered bouquet of well-bred beauties
and come down hereto sit on alog for an hour on the chance that she might appear?

She can talk, for one thing. She knows how to listen, for another. And when she talks, she doesn't
talk nonsense.

That was hdf of the reason why he hated those afternoon tess, the inane chatter. What was wrong with
those girls, anyway? Half of them acted asif the war didn't exist, and the other half asif it existed only to
inconvenience them!

She didn't talk about the war & mdash; but it wasn't because she was trying to play asif it wasn't
going on. It was as if she was avoiding the subject so as not to trouble me.

It occurred to him that if she was working, working hard somewhere now& mdash;well, she wasn't going
to be dl that sheltered anymore. Maybe he could talk to her, about some of the things you just didn't talk
about among men. All right to be bitter, angry, depressed; dl right even to admit to being white-knuckle
terrified in the night, and ready to do abunk. All right even to admitting to want to take your faithful old
Wembley and stick the barrel in your mouth and& mdash;

But you didn't talk to another man about losing your sense of wonder and beauty. Y ou didn't tell him how
your ideals were lying dead beside your comrades. Oh, maybe you could with the rare fellow like one or
two of hisformer Oxford chums, the ones that had written damn good poetry, for instance. Not Steven
Stewart, for instance& mdash; someonewho'd call you "Reg" and talk about how he was going to start
an ar mail servicewhen it wasdl over. Not Walter Boyes, either; plain astoast and solid asarock, but
who was reading history, and liked facts, plain and smple. Maybe William Howe& mdash;he was
sengitive enough, just think about the stuff he pulled up for the regimenta band to play, not just marches
and bombast but Bach and Handel. But Howe was il at the Front.

Danie Heistand& mdash; One of the ghosts, the men in the photos probably still on the canvaswall of
his quarters, a dead man with hisarms around the shoulders of the living. He was someone Reggie could
have talked to about this. He hadn't written poetry; he was amusician, and not one of your ukulele
players nor your accordion men. Hewas aviolinist, and composed aswell as played; Reggie
remembered listening to him play during the pausesin the shelling, on thelong, long, nights when nobody
could deep, playing some wistful haunting thing, too melancholy to be alullaby& mdash;

Well, he hadn't lasted Sx months; a" sixty-minute man" & mdash;that was about how much time heldd had
in the seat before aHun in aFokker shot him down.

Chris Whitmore? Maybe. Hard to tell. . . . That maniahed had for photography might have been the
dtirrings of an arti's nature or just that of atinkerer. He was supposed to be taking recon photos now,



last Reggi€d heard, in the Sudan. No bloody mud in the Sudan.

Not Geoffrey Cockburn, that was certain. The boy who put his motorcar into the ornamental pond next
to the cricket-grounds because he was roaring drunk the night before vivas was not the sort to have a
sengitive soul. And no Lyman Evans, ether, who'd been pouring the bubbly in thefirst place.

Maybe Rene Comeau; he was one of the better-educated French infantrymen attached to the air wing as
locd guards, and the French& mdash; well, they were French. They understood that sort of thing. But
Renewas gtill over there too& mdash;unless he was dead.

Melancholy was certainly on him this afternoon. And he desperately wanted someone to talk to abouit it.

Oh, not Allan McBain ether, that hard-headed Scots engineer who cursed them al whenever one of "his’
runways got a shell-crater or abomb-crater init. Asif it was their fault!

Though in asense it was& mdash;if there hadn't been 'planes and pilots there, no one would bother to
shell or bomb McBain's runways.

Vincent Mills. . . Another sengtive ghost out of the past, but thistime aghost that hadn't even madeit to
the Front. HE'd trained with Reggie at the Oxford-based branch of the Flying School & mdash;and held
been one of too-frequent fataities. They'd found him upside-down in atree, neck broken, a strange and
puzzled look on hisface asif he couldn't quite fathom what had gone wrong. His demise had been a
shock; he was a good flyer. Perhgps the machine had done him wrong. Reggie sill had one of his poems,
or at least, it was folded into one of his books of sonnets back at the Front, an articulate yearning for
higher skies& mdash;

No, there wasn't anyone here and now. And the girl was. Perhapsit was no bad thing that she wasn't
pretty, wasn't his class, was, in fact, poor from all appearances. She didn't look like the sort to read
trashy romantic novels and dream of marrying the duke. She looked like the sort who could be sensible.
Shéld certainly been more sengble than some of those boyswho'd flocked around him.

He nodded to himsdlf, as the golden-green light flooded around him. Maybe that was why he kept
coming here. Someone sengitive, and sengble at the same time. Someone he could talk to that wouldn't
go carrying taes. Who'd bdieve akitchen-girl who told tales about meeting up with Reggie Fenyx ina
meadow on odd afternoonsto talk, anyway? No one. Without witnesses& mdash;and really, no one ever
did come here& mdash;she'd never be believed.

So, content with hisreasoning, he dozed alittle in the sun until hiswatch told him the pub would be open.
Who would ever have thought that aworking-man's pub would become his refuge?

The Brigadier would be arriving in afew days, though. Perhaps then he wouldn't need arefuge as much.

Reggie came in through the garden entrance; it was just as easy to get to from the stable, and agreet dedl
quieter. He took the entrance beneath the grand marble staircase, rather than the one on the terrace; this
passage was generally used more by the staff but as a child he had scampered in and out of al possible
entrances. The place was dark, asit should be; his mother and grandfather retired early when there was
no entertaining going on, and she hadn't entertained since hisfather had died. None of the staff was down
here now at thistime of night, and it felt dmost asif he was donein the huge old house. He walked
carefully, his path brightened only by afew gadights, turned low.



He remembered how hisfather had brought in the gas. It hadn't been that long ago, it seemed. And
now& mdagh;

Electricity. We need to bring in electricity. And the telephone. He shook his head, and made his way
up to thefirst floor. It was easier to get to the family staircase from this part of the house.

Stonefloors below, polished wood above, and al of it too noisy, for dl he was walking as quietly ashe
could. Tonight he was feding more than abit tipsy; it had been one of those nights. Something had set off
Matt Brennan, and he'd gone down on achair in the corner and just sat and rocked and wouldn't talk to

anyone.

Shell shock. They al knew the signs of it, and Brennan& mdash;well, Brennan had more than afew
reasonsto suffer fromit. It wasthe first time held goneinto afit of it in public though (and Reggie could
only be grateful that he himself had managed to keep his own fits behind the closed doors of hisrooms).

Wéll, they weren't doctors, but the only doctor that Reggie knew that had any success with shellshock
was Doctor Maya, and she wasn't there. They had their own rough-and-ready remedy; maybe not the
best, but adamn sight better than doing nothing, or telling afedlow he was malingering. They physicaly
hauled him out to the middle table, put aglassin hishand, and poured drink into him until he came out of
it& mdash;and of coursein order to keep him drinking they had to match him drink for drink. They'd dll
gotten bawling sentimental, even Kevin Eaches, one of Reggie's tenant farmers, who'd wandered in by
accident and somehow never made it out again.

When Brennan was well in hand, Reggie took hisleave. It wasn't quite closing time, but this might be one
of those nights when Tom locked the doors on afew of the oldest friends, and moved the "cure” into the
private part of the building. He wasn't in that select group yet, and he was not inclined to intrude. So out
he went, into the spring-scented night.

It had taken some careful navigating to get the 'bus up to the house without incident. Fortunately, thered
been amoon. Unfortunately, there had been cows. He'd had to stop and shoo them off the road.

Not the easiest thing to do, when you were staggering abit. Cows didn't seem to be impressed with a
man who wasn't able to stand without weaving back and forth.

He left the auto in the middle of the round stableyard; the men would park it in the carriage house. He
knew that tonight he wasin no condition to try and put her away himself.

With the hour so late, and the house so dark and till, he assumed that everyone, including al of the staff,
had gone to bed. He expected to get quietly up to his rooms without anyone the wiser.

Thelast thing he anticipated was to find his mother waiting for him in the settle at the top of the family
daircase.

She had an ail-lamp burning on the table beside her, and was pretending to work on some of that infernal
knitting every woman seemed to be doing these days, making stockings for soldiers. He staggered back
apace or two on seeing her. "Ah. Evening, Mater," he said carefully. "I've been out.”

"So | see” She put the knitting down in her lap. She was Htill dressed for dinner, in anavy-blue gown.
Her tone could have frozen the flowersin the vase beside her. "'l presume it was the same place you have
been going to every night. The working-man's pub. The& mdash;

Broom."

She acted asif she had never heard the name before. Asif she had been completely unaware that there



was aworking-man's pub. He drew himsdlf up. "Yes, | have. I've been to The Broom. | went last night, |
went tonight, and | intend to go tomorrow night. In fact, | will continue to go to The Broom for aslong as
| amonmedica leave.”

Her face crumpled. "Reggie& mdash;how could you? Everyonein the village certainly knows& mdash;it
won't be long before the whole county knows, you're down there every night, consorting with socialists
and riff-raff& mdagh;"

"Who give me a better and warmer welcome than | have in my own home," Reggie retorted, anger
burning out some of the whiskey fumes and clearing his head. "Where I'm not called coward to my face,
and told I'm malingering! Why, 1'd rather spend four hoursin Mad Rosss company than five minutesin
your father'd™

Even as he said the words, he was glad they were out, that it was al out in the open, at last. He didn't
need the Brigadier for this. Not to lay the truth plain to his mother. He should have stood on his own two
feet along time ago.

His mother cried out, and her hands flew to her mouth. Tears started up in hiseyes.
Hefdt coldly, curiousy unmoved.

"If you want to know why | go there, why don't you watch how your father drives me out of my own
home every night?' he asked, angrily. "And you had better get used to my new friends, Mater, because
they are my friends, and | have far more in common with them than you could ever understand!
We're& mdash;" he could find no wordsto tell her. "Were soldiers' hesaid at last. "Red soldiers. Not
tin-toys like your father, who strutted hisway around cowing poor little Hindu hesthen until hewas old
enough to claim apension, and now wantsto lord it over me the same way."

He stared at her, stared her down, stared at her until she shrank back in her seat and dropped her eyes.
He took a deep breath, and walked past her, al the stagger gone from his step. He walked straight to his
rooms, fedling full of acold dignity he hadn't known he possessed.

And then, once the door was shut, he sat down abruptly on the side of the bed, and blinked.
"What did | just do?" he asked aloud.

But of course, there was no one there to answer him.
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THE ARROWSWASEMPTY'; ALISON was gone. So were Carolyn and Lauralee, and it wasn't off



to teaat Longacre again. It was atwo-day excursion somewhere that they did not talk about even
amongst themsdlves. But it was going to involve Warrick Locke.

And it was going to involve the contents of three brass-bound cases that Alison had taken with her.

Magic. That was Eleanor's guess, anyway. They were going somewhere to work magic, somewhere that
was specid. Therewere alot of special places of power around, or so Sarah said; Stonehenge was only
the most obvious. There had been enough blood spilled on English soil to make plenty of spotswhere
Alison and her nasty Earth Elementals would fed right at home. Eleanor only hoped that they hadn't
gotten hold of anything persond of Reggie's. With luck, thiswouldn't have anything at dl to do with
Reggie, or thisnew magic would just breek itsef on thewals of hisunbdlief.

But that meant that at long last, she was going to be able to run down to the meadow at
teatime& mdash;and hope against hope that Reggie Fenyx was the sort of fellow who kept hisword.

Thelot of them were finaly packed up and gone by luncheon, amed that stretched on interminably so far
as she was concerned. She had to keep her mouth shut and her eyes cast down meekly the whole time,
asthe foursome pretended she didn't even exist while she waited on them.

Finally they packed up the big motorcar and al four of them drove away, with no more clue asto where
they were going than Alison's careless, "Keep the house neat and clean, Ellie, and don't expect us back
before Saturday."

When she was utterly certain they were gone, she could scarcely believe her luck. And thefirst place she
went& mdash;since, of course, she had not had time or opportunity to snatch more than a bite of bread
for luncheon& mdash;was the pantry.

Thistime she packed a basket with aredl tea, recklesdy plundering the stores she wasn't supposed to be
ableto get into for the making of amed that even Reggie Fenyx would find gppeding. Sarah walked in
on her inthe midst of her preparations.

"Wdl, what'sdl this, then?' she asked, hands on hips, surveying the state of the kitchen. "'l thought we
might do somework, with Alison gone& mdash;"

"I&mdash;" Eleanor found hersdlf flushing. "1 was going to take a picnic to Round Meadow.”

Sarah blinked her deceptively mild eyes once or twice, then adight smile curved her lips. "So that's the
way the wind blows. No wonder young Reggi€'s been there every afternoon.”

"He has?' she gasped. "But& mdash;how do you know?"

"He leaves his auto parked below it," Sarah said dismissively. "It's his meadow, after dl, and it's part of
thefield his aeroplane used to bein, | doubt anyone thinks anything at al about it. | just wondered, why
does he dways come at teatime?'

"Because that'swhen | met him there thefirst time." She looked around distractedly for something to take
with her to drink. "Does wine go with tea?' she asked, rather desperately.

"No, wine does not, and moreover, you're not used to it, you'll betipsy in notime," Sarah scolded.
"There's the stream running through there; drink water. But go, go now, before he getstired of waiting
and goes off to his cronies at The Broom."

She caught up the basket, and ran.



The few people on the street did not seem to notice her as she ran; that was something that seemed to
happen agreat ded. Unless she was actudly in the way, no one in Broom paid the least bit of attention to
her no matter what she did. Today that was dl to the good.

Her heart lifted as she saw in the distance that there was an automobile& mdash;presumably
Reggie's& mdash;tucked off the road down near Round Meadow.

Her feet fdt lighter at that moment too, but she was struck with a sudden fedling of shyness, and instead
of speeding up, she dowed down to awalk. And then the doubts began.

After dl, why should Reggie careif she turned up? He was probably just down here to enjoy the solitude
of hisown meadow. She'd be an invader, as she had been the first day. Oh, hed be polite, but he
wouldn't want her there, surely& mdash,

She dmost turned back at the stile; dmost didn't climb it to get into the wooded end of thefield. But
she'd come this far& mdash;and she had alovely teawith her. Hed surely appreciate that. And she
wouldn't chatter like the girls his mother was inviting for tea.

| don't have to stay very long, shetold herself, as she clambered over the stile. The minute it seems as
if he wantsto be alone, | can go.

After al, what did they have in common? She hadn't been to university, she didn't drive amotorcar or fly,
she knew nothing about the war except what she read in the papers, and besides, he wouldn't want to
talk about that. She was years hisjunior. She couldn't even talk to him about magic, which was probably
the only thing they had in common. He probably was only being polite the last time& mdash,

And what happened last time? A voice like cool flame in the back of her mind said, in areasoned
town. You didn't talk about anything. You listened. He did the talking. Just go. See what happens.

By that point, she was among the trees, with the meadow just beyond her, golden sunlight pouring down
before her at the end of the corridor of trees. | might as well go as not, she thought, and tossed her
head. He did ask me to come back, and if he didn't mean it, he shouldn't have asked me.

When she came through the trees, at first she didn't see him. He wasn't Sitting on the tree trunk where he
had been the last time she had seen him. Then she saw he had spread a blanket out on the new grass,
and was lying on his back& mdash;she thought he was looking up at the sky, but as she got closer, she
saw that he was adeep.

She sat down carefully, just on the edge of the blanket, to avoid waking him. There were dark circles
under hiseyesand it seemed to her that he looked more tired and worn than the last time she had seen
him. Isn't he getting enough sleep? That seemed strange to her; wasn't that why he was herein thefirst
place, to rest and recover from hisinjuries? Why shouldn't he be deeping enough?

Helooked s0 sad; there were so many linesin hisbrow that only unhappiness and pain could have put
there.

Infact, helooked so very vulnerable that she began to fed uncomfortable about watching him likethis; it
seemed aviolation of hisprivacy.

She began to look around, fegling more and more uncomfortable. And that was when she saw& mdash;
Them.

Horrible, ugly, deformed little gnomes.



She could tell, just by the sickly yellow-brown shimmer around them, that they were not something that
most people would see. So they must be Elementals. They ignored her completely, concentrating avidly
on Reggie, asif he was something tasty, and they were ravenous.

They had mouthsfull of nasty, yellowed, pointed teeth, tiny eyeslike black beads, and they drooled. No
two of them were dike, but they al looked misshapen, and al were colorsthat just seemed unhedthy.

They stood on the edge of the meadow, just under the trees, skulking in the underbrush, and as she stood
up, dowly, she saw that they had formed into arough circle, completely surrounding the place where

Reggie was degping.

The sight of them absolutely infuriated her, for no reason that she could name, except perhaps that these
evil little creatures were clearly ganging up on adeeping, helpless man.

She stood up, and quick as athought, cast a Fire shield around both of them.

That certainly got their attention. The expressions on their faces changed abruptly from the sort you might
see on the face of a schoolyard bully, to startled aarm and shock.

Now they looked at her& mdash;and she glared back. Can | call a Salamander here? Now? Without
a physical fire around? Shedidn't think she dared try anything larger and more powerful, but she didn't
know if the Sdlamanderswould answer her here, either& mdash;

Nothing ventured, nothing gained. She sketched the proper signsin the air, and concentrated, not
commanding, but entreating. The last thing she wanted to do now was to anger an Elementa by
commanding it. Not when she was o new to this sort of thing.

To her amazement and ddlight, she was answered immediately, and not by one, but by abevy of thefiery
little creatures, who appeared within the shield as she had specified, and swarmed all over her, twining
around her ankles, her arms, around her head and neck like so many fiery ferrets. And then, suddenly,
they al stopped moving. And their heads moved as one, asthey stared at the evil gnomesringing the
mesdow.

They hissed; it sounded like a hundred steam-kettles, and there was absol utely no doubt that whatever
those things were, the Salamanders hated them on sight.

"Go!" shewhigpered. "Get them!™ And the Salamanders flowed off her, surging across the perimeter of
the shield, and heading for the gnomes at a speed that made her blink.

The gnomes apparently did not intend to wait around to see what the Salamanders could do to them.
They made no sound, or at least, no sound that Eleanor could hear, but they turned with looks of frantic
fear and began swimming into theturf.

It wasn't digging, because the ground remained physicaly undisturbed, without so much as ablade of
grass being displaced, and the motions they made reminded her far more of swimming than of digging.
But there was no doubt that they were trying to escape the Sdlamanders, and when one of her Elementals
caught up with one of the gnomesthat was alittle too dow, she saw exactly why.

The Sdlamander writhed around the gnome with blinding speed; therewas a"pop" like achampagne
cork, and apuff of muddy brown smoke, and the gnome was gone.

No more than a couple of the gnomes were too tardy to escape, however. The rest were under the turf
by the time the Salamanders reached them.



The Sdamanders surged around the periphery of the meadow like terriers hunting for rats, but the vast
majority of the gnomes had escaped, and the Salamanders didn't seem able to follow them underground.
Finally they gave up, and flowed back to her, winding around her again until she giggled under her bregth,
clearly wanting to be told how clever and brave they had been. She obliged them, though keeping to
whispers, not wanting to awaken poor Reggie. Findly they seemed content with the praise, and she
sensed they were ready to be dismissed. With awave of her hand and the proper glyph she obliged
them, and they dispersed, fading into the sunlight, leaving nothing of themsalves behind but the faintest of
warmth around her ankles and wrists.

Which left her till with the unanswered question of what to do about Reggie. Findly she dispersed the
shield, picked up her basket and walked to edge of the meadow. Once there, she did the only thing she
could think of. She began to whistle, and saunter dong asif she had only just arrived.

As she had hoped, his head popped up immediately; eyesalittle startled, but sheignored that. "Hullo!"
she called, waving her hand. "I've brought some nice thingsfor teg, if you want some!”

"And I've brought ginger-beer,” was hisreply, as he sat up, shaking his head, and rubbing at his eyes.
"Hang if | didn't doze off& mdash;must've been the sun, makes a chap deepy.”

She paced up to him as he stood up and took the basket from her. "l say," he said, alittle shyly. "I'm
awfully glad you came. I've been here nearly every day, hoping you would.”

It was her turn to blush and fedl shy. "It's hard for me to& mdash;to get away& mdash;| have to work,
you see& mdash;" she managed, around her stepmother's prohibitions. " Perhaps you shouldn't waste your
time"

"It'smy time to waste, isn't it?" he retorted, and softened the words with asmile. "Besides, thisis
probably exactly what the medica johnnies havein mind for me, dozing out in meadows and what-all.
They'd probably be perfectly happy about it. In fact, if it will make you fed any better, I'll write one of
‘em and ask her to write out a prescription for just that. Before | came out here she was threatening to
descend on Longacre to make sure | rested; 1'm sure she'd be pleased to find out | had a reason to want
to."

Her amilefdtered alittle. "She?' shereplied. "A lady-doctor?*

Of course, and a lady-doctor would be just the sort of woman he'd be fascinated by; able to stand
up for herself and clever, and able to talk to him about all manner of things&mdash;

"Oh, yes, the only one | redly know persondly, Doctor Maya Scott," he said happily, completely
obliviousto the fact that she had gone quiet. "Married to afriend of mine; capital wench, and does she
know her business! If there were any justice, she'd be head of surgery at least, maybe head of an entire
hospital." He shook his head, as she belatedly reacted to the words "married to afriend of mine" and
brightened again. "Well, maybe she doesn't want that, come to think of it. Can't say | would.”

"If sheisareally good doctor, she probably doesn't want to be made head of anything, so long as she's
left to do what shefedsisright, and that she needsto do," Eleanor replied, thinking as she spoke. "It
seemsto me that taking a good doctor and making her into a& mdash;a glorified clerk& mdash;isn't the
sort of thing that a good doctor would want." ™Y ou probably have something there," Reggie said, with a
nod. He patted the blanket. "Well, you're here now and I'm glad you could get away. Come Sit down
and well have our tea. What have you been doing with yourself dl thistime?”

"Work," shereplied truthfully. "Not at dl glamorous. Servant'swork, to tell the truth.” That last was
pulled out of her, dmost unwillingly, but shefelt she owed it to him.



He reached into the basket and handed her a sandwich without faltering. " Our good vicar would tell you
that there's no shame in an honest day's labor,” hereplied. "And I'd second him. We got al sortsin our
arr-wing. Not just the mechanics and the orderlies, either& mdash;truthis, | never saw wherebeing a
cockney guttersnipe or a'Y ankee cowboy made afellow aworse pilot, or being aduke's son made him a
better one. Opposite, more often than nat, in fact.” He bit hungrily into his sandwich, cutting anything else
he was going to say short, and she nibbled on hersto keep from having to respond. It was arather
agtonishing thing for him to have said; he certainly wouldn't have felt that way before he went off to war.

Yes, and he's been spending all his time down at The Broom, and not at the Broom Hall Inn, hasn't
he? she answered hersdif.

"Did you meet alot of Americans?’ she asked, seizing on hislast satement asaway to draw him out a
litlemore.

"More Canadians, which aren't quite the same thing." He ate the last few bites of his sandwich nestly,
then uncorked a bottle of ginger beer and handed it to her, before taking one from his rucksack for
himsdlf. "The Canadians were& mdash;quieter. Didn't seem so intent on making arowdy reputation for
themsalves. Mind you, the Audtrdians are at least asloud asthe Yanks. Only ever met afew of the

Y anks, and they were dl cut of the same cloth& mdash;right out of aWild West show, tal, loud, rough.
Good lads, but seemed determined that they were going to show al of usthat they were larger than life.”

Shelaughed alittle at hisquizzica expression. "Maybe they only thought they had to live up to what's
writtenin their novels?' she suggested. "And the only novelsI've ever heard of that had Canadiansin
them were al about the mounted police, not about cowboys and outlaws.”

"Which camefirg, the nove or the stereotype?’ He grinned and shook his head. "Wdll, if | could answer
that, I'd beawiser manthan | am. All | cantdl you isthat the Y anksfly like they'retrying to rideawild
horse, all seat and no science. It makes them either brilliant, or cracks them up, and nothing in between.
TheHunsare dl science and no seat& mdash;”

"And the French?' she prompted.

"Ah, the French. Science with style, and agreat ded of attitude.” He nodded wisdly. "They fly like their
women dress. They take alittle bit of nothing and make everything out of it, throw themselves at
impossible targets and often as not, pull the trick off on the basis of sheer savoir faire. Thenwhenyou
try and congratulate or commiserate with them, you get the same answer. 'C'est la vie, C'est la. guerre,’
and then they beg a cigarette off you and make off with the whole pack, and you end up fedling privileged
they took your last fag-end." He shook his head again, chuckling.

She smiled. He seemed easier talking about the war and flying today than he had been the last time shed
seen him. But she didn't want to press things too hard, so she asked him what he had been doing since
they'd last met.

He sghed. "Oh, being horribly lord-of-the-manor. Meeting my tenant farmers. Looking at dternativesto
some of what we've been raising& mdash;things that won't need as much labor. Going over the books
with my estate manager. Mater didn't bother; mention the accounts to her and she flaps her hands and
looksabit faint."

"Poor thing," Eleanor said, fedlingly. "I hate accounting. | keep thinking I've put numbersin al the wrong
columns, even when | haven't.”

"Well, she would do just that and never know it, and that'safact." He set his empty ginger-beer bottle
down, and rummaged in the basket inquisitively. "1 say! Tea-cakes!"



"They'refrom atin,” shewarned.

"That's the only kind we could get, over there," he replied. "Wouldn't remember what a proper one

tasted like. We were always starved for sweets, on account of it being so plaguey cold and never redly
ableto get properly warm except during summer. All tents do is keep off the rain& mdash;and sometimes
not even that." "Well, have my share," shetold him generoudy. The rest of the afternoon went by much as
thefirst had; in inconsequentid chatter. Any time he started to run dry of inconsequentids, she prompted
him with something e selight. Somehow she knew that this was what he needed. When he talked about
the war, he shouldn't be talking about the war, itsdf, but about things on the periphery. And aboveal,
shewas not going to ask him about fighting.

Books, though& mdash;that was a safe enough topic. And he had read an astonishing variety. It seemed
that once someone was done with whatever volume had been sent him by friends, lover, or relatives, if it
didn't have sentimental value, it became common property. A surprising amount of poetry ended up
making the rounds of the barracks& mdash;somehow he had ended up memorizing agreeat ded of it, and
without too much coaxing she got him to recite quite abit of it. It wasn't too much of asurprisethat he
found Kipling to his taste; when herecited "The Bridge-Guard a Karoo" she could amost see the scene
played out in front of her, the sound and lights of the train coming out of the hot, dark silence of the
desert night, the men on thelr solitary, isolated duty grasping desperately for the few moments of
civilization they were dlowed, and then the train moving on again, leaving them& mdash;"few, forgotten,
and lonely" & mdash;to their thankless post.

She thought that he could seeit, too. Perhaps that was why he recited it so fedingly.

Then he had her in gtitches as he rdated the rather improbabl e tales found in some of the American dime
novelsthat had been left with hisair-wing.

"How can anyone take any of that serioudy?" she gasped, after a particularly funny confrontation
between the hero and an entire tribe of Red Indians, complicated by abuffao ssampede and araid by the
James Gang. It probably hadn't been intended to be funny, at least not by the origina author, but it was
S0 utterly impossible that it ended up being aparody of itsdlf.

"I have had men swear solemnly to methat such things, if they hadn't happened to them, persondly, had
certainly happened to afriend of afriend, or adistant cousin, or some such connection,” Reggie replied,
asshe held her aching Sde. "Greet tellers of tal taes, are the Y anks. Even the ones who never got farther
west than New Y ork City in thelr lives seemed to think they should be cowboys."

Shelooked down at her rosemary sprig, and saw with disappointment that it was starting to wilt. "Oh,
bother,” she said doud. "Reggie, | would so like to stay here until suppertime& mdash;”

"No, no&mdash;| quite understand. Stolen hours, and al that.” He said it with surface lightness, but she
saw the quickly veiled disgppointment, and it gave her alittlethrill to redize that he had enjoyed being
with her, and he wanted her to Stay.

"l haveto go," she said, honestly. "I don't have achoice. | can be here tomorrow, but after that& mdash;|
can't tel you when the next timeI'll be ableto get away will be."

She was packing up the basket as she spoke. They both reached for the same item as she finished the
sentence; she flushed, and pulled back her hand. He placed the saucer in the basket, and said, "If | had
my way, you'd be alady of leisure& mdash;but | haven't been getting my way very often lately.”

"I don't think any of us have been," shereplied, again truthfully. " So we muddl e through however we can.
Tomorrow?"'



"Tomorrow," he pledged.

She couldn't help herself; she looked back twice as she trudged away, and each time he was watching
her, and when he saw her looking, he lifted his hand to wave.

She carried that image with her dl theway home.

Reggie decided not to go down to the pub tonight; he returned to Longacre feeling more dive than he
had in along time, even though his nap on the cold ground had made his knee ache abominably. He left
the motor at the stables and limped hisway up to the main house, entering by the terrace-door as the sun
began to set, only to find his mother waiting for him in the sitting-room with aletter in her hand, and her
father beside her with a scowl on hisface.

"Reggie, did you invite Brigadier Mann hereto vist?' she asked abruptly, before he could even so much
asgreet her.

Ah. That'swhat thisisall about. | did not ask the king her father for permission to bring a guest
here.

"Asamatter of fact, yes, | did," hereplied, "1 am the head of this household; he wrote to ask if he could
comefor avisit and see how | am doing, and | of course was delighted to invite him."

Hisgrandfather bristled all over at that. "Now you see here, you young pup& mdash;”

"No, Grandfather, you see here," he interrupted, throttling down anirrationd fury that wasal the worse
because his good mood of the afternoon had been spoiled entirely. "It was al very well for you to play a
being the head of this house while | was away, but I'm back now, and I'm perfectly entitled to invite one
of father's oldet friendsfor avistif | choose.”

"And put more work on your mother!" the old man snarled.

Wéll, that was the feeblest of feeble excuses. "Oh, please," he snorted. "Thereisahouse full of servants
here for the three of us, and what ismore, | can distinctly recal mother entertaining forty guestsfor the
better part of three weeks during the hunting season with hardly more staff. Are you suggesting she has
suddenly become such aninny-hammer that she can't arrange for an extraplate at meals or bear the
conversation of one more old man?'

"Please," hismother said in distress, putting the letter down asif it had burned her, "don't argue.”

"I'm not arguing, Mater, I'm standing up for you. Y our father seemsto be under the mistaken impression
that you've regressed to the mental capabilities of achild. I'm correcting that impression.” He looked
down his nose at the old man, who was going red in the face. "Besides, it isn't asif the Brigadier needs
entertaining. Hell probably want to usethe library for hisresearches, helll be looking forward to the
odd game of hilliards, and | might persuade him to go riding. | think we can manage that."

"That& mdash;so-called friend of your father's can't even be bothered to speak acivil word to me!" his
grandfather got out from between clenched teeth.

Yes, and that isthe real reason you object, isn't it? Because he doesn't treat you like royalty. He
outranks you, old man, in or out of the service.



"Perhaps that was because you sneered at him and his military record the moment hewalked in the
door," Reggie said, with dangerous cam. "But if you find his company so intolerable, why don't you go
back to your own home? We are perfectly capable of managing without your advice, you know."

The old man lurched to hisfeet. "I ought to horsewhip you for that!" he roared.

"Dont try it, unless you want the favor returned,” Reggie replied contemptuoudy. Even though his
stomach was turning at the confrontation, and he wanted badly to retreat to hisroom, this timehewas,
by heaven, going to stand his ground. And his grandfather might aswell hear the unvarnished truth for
oncein hislife. "I'm weary of your muttered insults, of your accusations of maingering, and your
insufferable arrogance. I'm tired of you turning mother into a spineless shrinking violet with no will of her
own. Go home, Grandfather. Go and learn some manners. Come back when you're fit to be company
for good men like the Brigadier; until then, go roar a your poor vaet and threaten your housekeeper like
the petty tyrant you are.

Heturned to hismother. "Mater, you've always liked the Brigadier's company in the past, and | seeno
reason why that should have changed. Y ou might see your way clear to inviting afew more people down
aswell; it would do you good to have some company here. My Aunt April, perhaps, that would give us
enough for agood round of bridge of an evening.”

His grandfather was il spluttering; his mother was distracted by the thought of inviting someone whose
company she enjoyed.

"Lady Williams?' hismother fdtered. "But | thought her chattering& mdash;”

"I should welcome her chattering, Mater," hereplied, gently. "It is good-natured and good-hearted. It
would be very pleasant to hear good-natured conversation around here. Perhapsif there were more of
such pleasant conversation, | would find the pub less congenid .

By now his grandfather was nearly purple with rage, and driven into incoherence.

"If you were to choose to stay, Grandfather, I'll thank you to remember that," he continued. "And don't
bother trying to think of aretort. I'm going to dressfor dinner. Y ou, of course, are freeto stay or go, as
you choose& mdash;but if you choose to stay, you know what you can expect. The gloves are off,
Grandfather, and they are remaining off."

And with that, he turned on his hed and stalked al the way to hisrooms.

Oncethere, however, he turned the key in the lock and locked himself into his darkened bedroom, and
sank nervelesdy down onto the neatly made bed, shaking in every limb.

| cannot believe | just did that.

All hislife, hismother's father had been the one person that no one dared to defy. Even Reggi€'sown
father had never openly flouted the old man's edicts.

But tonight Reggie had chalenged him. Whether or not hed won remained to be seen. But the challenge
had been uttered and had not been answered.

It should have felt like atriumph, but al that Reggie felt was akind of sick fear that made him curl up on
the counterpane and shake. Maybe precisely because he had overturned the old order& mdash;it had to
be done, but it was one more bit of stability gone.

And he hadn't even done a good job of defying the old man. There had been nothing measured or politic



about the way held laid into his grandfather; in fact he'd probably made an enemy of the old man. He
hadn't planned any of it, hadn't chosen his subject, time, or grounds, and just might have made things
worse. It was only that he had been pushed once too often and now he felt he had to push back or die.

He felt too sick to go down to dinner now, stomach awreck, head pounding and aching like someone
had taken a poker toit.

Wéll, after what he'd just done, the old man probably wouldn't be down to dinner either. Still, he couldn't
leave his mother to Sit a that long, empty table done.

So after he got his shaking under control, he dressed, and waited for the gong, and went down, down to
amostly-empty table, the silently rebuking presence of his mother, and food he scarcely tasted and ate
vay littleof.

It should have been atriumph, but it tasted of ashesand gall. And inthe end, it led to yet another
deepless night, during which he stared at the celling, rigid with fear, and was completely unable to muster
asingle coherent thought until dawn.

14

April 30, 1917
Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire

"I WISH THAT THESE PLACES were somewhere more convenient. Or at least, had decent hotels
nearby." Lauraee sghed dramatically, and pouted at the old four-poster bed she was going to have to
share with her sster. Carolyn was dready sprawled across the expanse of it, and had voiced complaints
about the qudity of the mattress and the size of the room.

There redlly was no reason to complain; the room was big enough by coaching-inn standards. It was
certainly solid and well-kept. The furnishings might date back to the previous century, but they, too were
solid and well-kept. Their early dinner had been palatable, and neither under nor-over-cooked. Thered
cause for discontent probably lay in the fact that it was not aposh hotel and not in London, nor Bath,
nor any other metropalis.

Alison frowned at her offspring; it was occurring to her just now that they were mightily spoilt. The
Crown and Cushion in Chipping Norton was the nearest inn to her godl, just outside the village of
Enstone, and as such things went, was superior to agreat many places where she'd been forced to stay in
the course of her occult career. ™Y ou ought to be grateful you have abed, much lessaroom, much less
adecent roominagood, solid inn," shetold them, tartly. "I've stayed in hovels, or camped on the ground
with gypsies beforethis. Y ou're just fortunate that there actualy is aninnwithin walking distance of the
Hoar Stones.™

"And that's another thing, Mother& mdash;" Carolyn began.



"Shut your mouth,” Warrick Locke said, unexpectedly. "Were not here for your amusement. We're here
to work, and if that requires alittle walking on your part, so beit. You arethe onesultimately benefiting
fromthis, after dl; you ought to be pleased, not whingeing about it."

Caralyn, caught in mid-complaint by Locke's surprising display, gaped a him for amoment before
closing her mouth. She gtill looked sullen, but at least she had shut up.

Not that Alison was particularly happy to be amile and ahalf from the hoar stones, but &t least it was
walking distance, and the stones were secluded in an ancient grove of trees, which would give them
privacy and security over the course of the next three days. To her mind that privacy was worth any
amount of moderate discomfort.

Fortunately, the Hoar Stones were not associated with any May Eve celebrations on the part of the
locals. If anything, they were shunned. Another indication that this Site was exactly what Alison needed.

"Y ou had better have packed for the walk, as | ingtructed you," Alison said, with ahint of threat in her
voice. "Or youll find yoursdlf tottering down the road on whatever shoesyou did bring. | have need of
you; four isthe minimum of participantsfor these ceremonies. We arentt trifling with Bdtane rituas of
fertility or love-making you know. Thethings| plan to awaken need coercing and confining. And to that
end, thank you, Warrick. | appreciate you being willing to participate.”

Her solicitor looked both surprised and gratified. Well, she didn't often thank him, or anyone, for that
matter. Not that she intended to start handing out thanks any more frequently; being sparing with them
made them that much more vauable.

"l don't often get to see aMaster performing amajor ritua," hereplied, with anod of thanks. "I'll
certanly learnalot.”

He might at that. Not that it would be anything he could actualy use. He wasn't strong enough for that.

She had et the first batch of minor Earth Elementals on Reginad'strail some time ago& mdash;but they
had been cons stently thwarted by the protections Devlin Fenyx had set about the manor house itsdlf,
powerful protectionsthat had kept them completely out. Alison had intended them to attack him only
when hewas adeep, or in that twilight state between waking and deeping, when they would be best able
to terrify him, and they had been unable to catch him deeping outside the walls of Longacre. Until today.

Apparently he had drowsed off in the sun somewhere outside this afternoon; her minor goblins had
caught wind of this, and had surrounded him.

Then something went wrong.

They weren't even as bright as pigeons, and she could get nothing out of them of any red substance, only
that Reggie had a protector that had destroyed severd of them and sent the rest fleeing for their lives. She
thought it might be the village witch; the old woman wasn't redly powerful but she was strong enough to
destroy afew minor goblins, and Reggie had been spending alot of time down at the Broom pub. And
whileit wasn' likely that the witch would concern hersdf with something happening up a Longacre, even
Alison could not entirely blame her for interfering with something that happened in her own persona
phere.

But that only meant that stronger measures were caled for here. Asit happened, the timing could not
have been much better. Beltane was an ancient night of magic; it would be much easier for her to pull
through what she needed on May Eve. There was no light without shadow, and though the traditional
magics of Beltane were those of growth and life, it would be no great strain to bend some of the solgtice



power to other paths.

And in fact, the tradition, though not a British or Celtic one, was aready in place in other parts of the
world.

For every joyous Beltane, there was a terrifying Wa purgisnacht. Samhain would have been better, of
course& mdash;the time of waning light, and of death, rather than rebirth& mdash;but any of the grester
pagan festivaswould do for her purposes, for every one that celebrated light had the counterpart that
celebrated the shadow.

The sun was going down now; soon enough it would be timeto dip out of the inn& mdash;probably the
best time would be while people were coming and going from the bar& mdash;and begin thewalk to the
hoar stones.

"Timeto change and gather our things," she declared, leveling alook at the girls that warned them that
tonight she would tolerate no nonsense. She and Warrick |eft the two to follow her orders, while they
went to their own rooms.

Any other time she would not have alowed hersdf to be caught dead in trousers; this, however, wasan
occasion for the deliberate perversion of society's norms, and she clothed hersaf in sturdy walking shoes,
men's pants, and awarm jumper, with along coat to go over it dl. She stuffed her hair upinto a
workingman's cap, and picked up the rucksack that she had aready packed. Besides being warm and
practical, the outfit had another purpose. Anyone who saw them on the road would see two men and
two women, and assume he was seeing two courting pairs. He would also think twice about accosting
them.

The girls were not wearing trousers, but they were clothed dl in black, with sturdy walking-shoes, plain
woolen skirts, equaly plain shirtwaists and their oldest coats. Warrick Locke followed their examplein
being clothed plainly and in black. He had the other rucksack.

They dipped out of theinn to discover that night had aready falen. Well, that was dl to the good; they
were able to move at abrisk walk to the south and east, heading for their goal amile and ahalf away.

The moon gave enough light to walk by, and though there were one or two May Eve bonfiresin the
distance, these were afraction of the number that used to blossom before the war. Another thing the war
was good for& mdash;with mogt, if not al, of the young men across the Channdl, the kind of May Eve
celebrations that ended in couples and unattached young girls scattered across the landscape to see the
sun riseon May Day were probably not taking place thisyeer at al.

Why bother to wash your facein May dew to make yoursdlf beautiful ? For whom? The septuagenarian
shepherd? The Land Girls?

The boy you'd once giggled over who'd come home without arms or legs or wits? If your lover was il
aive and whole, he was probably in the trenches tonight, and would not be home for months, if he ever
camehomea dl. And if he did& mdash;

It might have been better for himif he had died.

Alison could taste some of that anguish inthe air thisnight, but it did not come from the area of the few
bonfires. It came from the cottages, where lights were going out; May Eve was just another night, and
May Day would bring nothing good except, perhaps, afew early strawberries, afew flowers.

Alison kept her ears open for the sounds of other footstepsin the fields, but heard nothing but owls and



deepy sheep, and the unhappy mutterings of her own footsore offspring.

And asfor the few couples | eft, the men either home on leave, or spared having to go to the war by
infirmity, like Broom's own Scott Kesey, with his collapsed lung& mdash;well, they were dready
coupling in conjugal beds, without needing to find May Eve bowersfor clandestine trysts. Marriages had
been and were being made that would never have been countenanced before the war, some with babies
aready in the offing, though by no means most. She'd been the avid eavesdropper on the end of one of
those little cottage dramas, sitting behind the parents of the prospective groom as pretty Tamara Budd
and her handsome young officer-fiancé stood to have the bannsread in church last Sunday. The groom's
mother was sniveling& mdash;overdressed for avillage church-service, and in lamentable taste, the
couple was clearly prosperous enough to have assumed their boy would marry above his class, not
below it. "Quiet, woman!" the husband had hissed. " She's not what you want, but she'swhat he wants,
and do you want agrandchild to have his name before he'skilled or don't you?"

Oh, those words, and that delicious, delicious despair! People were saying now what they had not even
dreamed of thinking before& mdash;not "if he'skilled, but "when." Women sent off their men with that
despair intheir hearts, open and acknowledged. And if any of their men came home at all, no matter how
damaged, they thanked God and thought themselves lucky. Every timethe telegraph-girl cameriding into
Broom on her bicycle, that despair followed her like the wake of aboat, spreading through al the village
until she brought her anticipated, but dreaded burden of bad newsto her destined door. There was no
other reason for atelegraph to be sent to anyone in Broom except for the most dreaded of reasons.
"Killedinaction." "Missngin action” (which was the other way of saying "blown to bitsand we can't find
enough of him to identify"). "Wounded and dying.”

And every time the telegraph-girl entered Broom, Alison knew it, and reveled in that wash of fear and
anguish. Sheld even sent atelegraph or two to hersdlf, when deaths were few, just to trigger it, and the
power it unleashed. For dl theinconveniencesthat the war had brought, this wasworthit, and if only it
could go on for three, four, five more years& mdash,

She made amentd note to strengthen those demons of illness she had sent to America. Not tonight, but
soon. Thelonger thewar lasted, the greater her power would be.

There was no traffic tonight; none at dl, not even when they passed through Enstoneitself. Not a
foot-traveler, not acart, certainly not an auto. There was some small activity around the pub, two men
going in asthey passed the first housesin the village, but no one came out during the time they were on
the Enstone to Ditchely road. Not that she had expected any fellow travelers, but she was pleased that
thingswere so quiet.

Alison had an dectric torch, but she didn't useit; she was navigating by the "fed" of things, rather than
looking for landmarks. After abit lessthan an hour of the four of them plodding down the uneven road
between the high hedgerows, she began to sense what she was watching for, southwards, off to the sde
of theroad, aduggish, stagnant pool of power that had not been tapped in avery long time.

"Watch for agap in the hedge to theright,” she ordered. "1t will probably be a stile going over, but there
might actualy be apath.”

But it was the crossing road that they saw firgt, and only after looking closely for it, found not only adtile
but a path, off to the right.

Both hedge and stile were in poor repair, as reported by Warrick Locke, who went over first. Now
Alison used her torch; the last thing any of them needed wasto be lamed by a sprained ankle at this

point!



The path lay dong the line and under the shelter of another hedge, but now it was clear to Alison where
their god was, and atingle of anticipation made her want to hurry the others towards that wooded
enclosure whose trees shielded imperfectly the glow of power that roused sullenly at her presence.

The enclosure was little more than a couple of wooden railings; they went over and pushed through the
holly and other undergrowth to arrive a her godl.

It stood upon asmal mound, an arrangement of six stones forming the remains of what had once been a
large, chambered structure. A tomb, perhaps; at least, that was what the old men she had questioned in

Enstone had said it was, the tomb of an ancient triba chieftain long dead before the Romans came. She

didn't much care; two powerful ley linesran through it, and it had been made other use of for sometime
after itsformer occupant had been looted away by Romans searching for British gold. Thelargest of the
stones was agood nine feet tall.

She wedged her torch where it could best illuminate the interior of the tomb, and set Warrick and the
girlsto making the place ready, while she dipped out of sght long enough to don her robe. She usudly
didn't bother with ritua robes, but thiswas too important and dangerous a ceremony to leave anything to
chance. Besides, the things she intended to call might not recognize her authority without her robes.
When she re-entered the tomb, Warrick had aready gotten the dtar-cloth laid out on the ground, and
had lit candles and stuck them wherever he could, to save the batteries on the torch. The others modern
clothing would have looked very out-of-place if they had not worn simple black. Instead of being glaring
anachronisms, they looked like minor acolytes of no particular order.

The candles, stuck in places sheltered from the breeze, flickered very little. Alison was struck by how
timeless the scene seemed. There was nothing to tell that thiswas 1917& mdash;or 1017& mdash;or even
thefirst century Anno Domini.

"Takeyour places," she said, and took her short-sword from the rucksack. It was a genuine Cdltic relic,
of bronze, and had been the means that ended more than a dozen lives before it had been |eft in atomb
very likethisone. Locke took acandle and stood in the east, Carolyn in the south, and Lauralee in the
west. Alison reserved the north, the most important in this ceremony, for herself. When the otherswerein
place, she took the bronze blade in her hands and cut acircle of protection and power around al of
them, moving widdershins as she did so. It was alittle crowded in the tomb, for the spaceinsdeit could
not have been more than eight feet across, but when she was done, the light from the candles faded into
inggnificance astheinterior sorang to life, the sones themsaves glowing adull ochre with pent-up

power. Shetook her placein the north, and nodded at L ocke to begin.

Locke looked excited; the girls, wide-eyed.

"| guard the East in the name of Loki, the mdicious, the betrayer,” Locke said, raisng his candleto the
leve of hiseyes. "In hisnamedo | cal the power of Air."

The candleflared, its flame turning blue, to confirm that Locke had made all the right occult connections.
He grinned at Alison, but she was aready turning and nodding to Carolyn, who was raising her candle.

"I guard the South in the name of Hecate, the Queen of Witches, the bringer of burning plague, of
drought and despair,” Carolyn said carefully, her voice sounding higher than usud and a bit strained, her
eyesglinting a her mother over the flame of the candle. "In her name do | cal the power of Fire."

As Carolyn's candle-flame burned the crimson of blood, Alison was aready turning to Lauraee. Other
than her own part, thiswould be the trickiest.

"| guard the West in the name of Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror, Mist on the Lake, the eater of



hearts" Laurdee sad, very carefully, without tripping even alittle on the difficult name. "In hisnamedo |
cal the power of Water."

Alison'striumph tasted sweet as the candle-flame flared green; it had been arisk, using that foreign
deity& mdash;but she had wanted something uniquely western, and could think of no god more
bloodthirsty than one of the ancient Aztecs.

But now it was her turn. "'l guard the North and close the circle in the name of the Morrigan, Death and
Despair, the Storm-Crow, the Blood-Raven, the goddess of battles and harvester of souls," she said,
holding aoft her own candle. "In her namedo | call the power Earth!”

The flame of her candle was dready yellow& mdash;but it flared up like a pitch-soaked torch, until for a
moment it licked the stone above their heads before subsiding. She didn't need that sgn to know that she
had tapped into the power deeping uneasily herein the stones, however; to her sensesthe place
practicaly hummed, and as the stonesincreased their glow, you could have read by the light that they
shed.

The four of them bent as one to secure their candlesin saucers at the four edges of the dtar-cloth, then
rose again.

And Alison began her chant.

It predated Christianity, this chant; the stones here recognized it, as did the power within those stones.
The stones vibrated in sympathy with it, and the power legpt to serve. It was an old chant designed to
serve, protect, and avenge those who were great in power but few in numbers. With thismagic, they did
not have to muster an army. With this magic, the army would come of itsown.

An army of the dead.

Not ghosts or spirits called from some afterlife, but revenants, the emotionally charged remnants of the
unquiet dead still bound to earth by their own will, the executed, defeated in battle, murdered. Any
whose remains were interred in the earth, whose deaths had not brought peace, but anger and pain, who
were not a al ready to move on&mdash;

On this night when the doors to the spirit-world were cast open, they came, from every direction they
came, from hallowed and unhalowed ground, from unmarked grave, from crossroad-burid, from
forgotten forest mound they came. Ancient, merely old, and new, they came, singly, then by dozens.
They came on the wings of hate, of anger, and of despair. They pressed in upon the shield of power as
theair outsde it grew thick with their restless spirits, until the pressure outside the shield threatened to
crack it. There were so many that they merged into acircling miasmafrom which only an occasiond
glimpse of ghostly-glowing face emerged& mdash;here a hairy tribesman, there a close-cropped Roman,
here an arrogant Cavalier, there an equally arrogant Roundhead, here arobed Druid, there atonsured
monk& mdash;faces old asthisidand, and as new as yesterday.

And Alison's chant bound them to the torment of her chosen target, and painted that target with words
that made him the enemy of each of them.

To the flint-wielding tribesman, he was the effete and sophi sticated embodiment of the end of the old
ways, aman who no longer hunted hisfood with spear and knife, but who spent hisnightsin housen, and
tilled the soil. To the Cavalier, he was the upholder of the way of Parliament. To the monk he wasthat
horror of horrors, a Protestant& mdash;to the Roundhead, he was a man who paid no more than
lip-service to God, who blasphemed and gambled and sinned the sins of the flesh. To the poor peasant,
he was the noble, the oppressor& mdash;to the noble, he was a man who shunned his proper classfor



the company of the base-born. To the Roman he was a Saxon, to the Saxon he was a Norman. To the
Druid, he was the servant of the White Christ who put paid to pagans with fire and sword; to the
highwayman, he was the embodiment of the law that had hung him and the hand that had done the deed.
And to the shattered wreck of the just-buried war-victim, he was the man who had escaped alive,
because he was wedthy, privileged or just plain lucky, when he had not. To the betrayer, to the
betrayed, to the killer and the victim, to each of them, Reggie Fenyx became that which he hated the
most. They swirled widdershins around the shield of protection, faster and fagter, pulling in more and
more of the power of this place, the power that would enable them to go forth and torment.

So that in the end, when she uttered the word that freed them and bound them at the sametime (all but
those few spiritsthat sill had the ability to think aswell as feel, and had dipped away before she could
ensnare them), no matter what hate had brought them here, the focusfor that hate became Reginald
Fenyx. She gavethem thelook, the sense of him; told them without words where to find him.,

Thiswaswhy she had chosen so carefully her gods of East, South, West, and North. Each of them
embodied, in hisor her own way, the pirit of deception.

She bound the whirling circle of spiritswith aword, and set them free with that same word, asingle
gyllable that exploded outward, sending them, the deedly spiritua shrapnd, flying.

The circle of mist burst apart; the light of the stoneswent out like asnuffed candle. And dl of itina
strange and echoing silence in which nothing could be heard but four people breathing as one.

And with that word, she dropped to her knees, exhausted.

But the deed was complete. The tomb was empty, the power within it and benegth it drained. The only
glow now came from the guttering candles.

Carolyn and Laurdee stared at their mother, mouths agape, and shaking. In spite of her weariness,
Alison could not help smiling. She'd never done a Great Work in their presence. Now perhapsthey'd
think twice before chdlenging her.

Warrick Locke was clearly impressed, but not nearly so cowed. And it was he who& mdash;following
her ingtructions, true& mdash;recovered first, and began the dismissal ceremony, speaking hiswords and
snuffing his candle. Blinking and uncertain, the two girlsfollowed hislead as Alison got back to her feet

again.

She snuffed her own candle, then cut the circle rather than going through the tedious business of uncasting
it. With the circle cut, the shield dispersed, leaving them al standing in the rock-walled tomb,
looking& mdash;alittle silly. Especidly her, in her black velvet, hooded ritud robe.

She wished now that she had given in to the girlsand driven herein the auto. But& mdash;
But what if someone had seen it here?
On the other hand, Warrick was looking decidedly chipper. . . .

"Warrick, could please | prevail upon you to get the motor from the inn and come bring us back?' she
asked, and offered him a smile that promised agreat deal more than she was prepared to give. The
Morrigan, the deceiver, was ill with her, it seemed.

Well, shewould let the Morrigan continue to have her way. If he demanded, she would let him take her
to hisroom, then cast apell of deep and salf-deception on him, and let him dream that he had what he
wanted. She had strength enough for that, and even tired, he was no match for her.



Weak-willed man that he was, L ocke saw the promise and legpt for it. Then again, perhaps Loki was il
with him, and thought to trick hisway to what he'd never gotten before. "Of coursel™ hereplied, witha
dy smile. "After dl that, I'm not surprised that you'retired."

Before she could say anything else, he was off, leaving her to drag off her robe and change back into her
masculine garb, then join her daughtersin waiting for him She looked up into the night sky at that waning
moon. And smiled. Well, let him think he had the upper hand. A contest between the Morrigan and Loki
for craft and trickery was no contest.

No contest at all. ...
"Mother?' Carolyn said, timidly. "Were those ghogts?!

"Of asort,” shereplied. "They are properly cdled revenants, and they fall under the power of the Earth
Master, since they are bound to earth for& mdash;well, for whatever reason. They are the unquiet dead,
who never took the step through the door of the afterlife. Some Earth Masters spend their entirelives
going about freeing such things and sending them on their way through the door they have been avoiding.”

"Why?" Lauraee asked.

"Because some Earth Masters areidiots," she said, surprisng agiggle out of both of the girls. "It makes
about as much sense to me as going out to be amissionary. Both careers are fraught with hardship and
difficulty, and ultimately in both cases you are deding with crestures who have little or no interest in what
you aretrying to tell them.”

"But you& mdash;you told them what they wanted to hear?' Lauralee hazarded.

Alison smiled. Wéll, it looked asif at least one of the girls had inherited some of her intelligence. "That is
how you bind them to your target instead of their own," she explained. "After dl, most of thetimethe
target of their hatred is as dead asthey are, and generally has more sense than to linger. You tdl them
how your target represents everything they hate. Then you give them enough power to do whet they
want, and turn them loose.”

"Can they break through the protections on Longacre?' Carolyn wanted to know.

"Some might. But even if they don't they are powerful enough to force Reggie to see them, awake or
adeep.” She sghed with content. This had truly been ajob well done. "WEell let them torment him for a
while, and use up dl that extrapower | gave them. Then you'll movein.”

"But how will we banish ghosts?" Carolyn cried. "We can't even make asimple love-charm work on
him!*

"Ah&mdash;"Alison laid afinger aside her nose and nodded. " There's the beauty of it. Once they use up
that extra power | gave them, the geas| put on them will gart to fade, and they'll lose the ability to make
him see them. And as the geas fades, they'll forget why they're haunting Reggie and start to drift back to

their old homes. Y ou won't haveto do anything, yet Reggie will think thet it'syou.”

They both stared a her, looking awestruck. They hadn't given her that particular ook since they were
tiny children, and she had amused them by catching afaun and making it dance.

And as she heard the chattering of the motor in thefar distance and chivvied the girlsinto cleaning up the
ste and heading back down the path to the road, it occurred to her that this evening might represent a
triumph in more ways than one.



Not only had she gained supremacy over an army of the dead, she had once more gained the upper
hand, most decisively, over her own children. They would belong in forgetting this.

And that was& mdash;agood thing.

15

April 30-May 1, 1917
Longacre Park, Warwickshire

REGGIE HAD COMPLETELY FORGOTTEN& mdash;until his mother reminded him of it over
dinner& mdash;that the next day was May Day, the day of the school treet at L ongacre and the school
prize day. Well, why should he remember? The day of the school treat and prize day had always been
Junefirgt, not May Day when he had been growing up.

But thewar had changed this, asit had so many other things. School ended early now, so that children
could help with the farm work their fathers and brothers were not here to attend to. The country, and
more importantly, the army, needed to be fed; farm work came before schoolwork. And the traditional
May Day fedtivitieswere not nearly so festive asthey had been. There would be no church fair, or at
least, not the sort that ddlighted chil dren& mdash;the haf-gypsy traveling fair folk with their swinging
chairs and carousdls, their booths of chegp gimcrackery and games like coconut shy and pitch-tosswere
not traveling any more. In fact, most of them were off in the trenches themselves, and the old men,
children, and women that were left smply could not cope by themsdlves. With sugar and other things
being rationed now, there would be no stalls featuring the forbidden foods that one was only alowed to
egt at afair. The church fair would be a very sad and much diminished version of itsformer sdif.
Someone would probably set up ahoop-la game and a coconut shy, but the prizes would not be the
glittery fairy dollsand wildly colored crockery of the past& mdash;no, they would be home-made
rag-babies and whatever someone had found in the attic that hadn't made it onto the white elephant table.
There would not be a greased-pig race, not with pigs being war resources. There would be no
egg-and-spoon race for the same reason. Oh, there could have been arace using rocks or plaster eggs,
or potatoes, but it wouldn't have been as much fun without the hazard of breaking the egg. No oneleft in
Broom was nimble enough to climb the greased pole, so that had been canceled aswell. Therewould be
no Morris dancers, who by tradition were al men. No procession through the town of the hobby-horse,
green man, Robin and Maid Marian& mdash; once again, tradition decreed these May Day heroes must
be men. There would be amaypole, but only girlsredly took pleasure in the dance around it.

With dl these childhood pleasures revoked, it only made sense& mdash; and of course Reggiewasin
compl ete agreement on this& mdash;to combine the schoal treat with the May Day fair and haveit dl on
thelawn of Longacre. The children might not be able to have rides on the greet swing, but they could
play in the maze, be driven around the groundsin the ancient pony-cart or Reggie's own auto, and hunt
for early strawberries among the falen leaves of the woods. Through means Reggie could not quite
fathom, his mother had managed to connive, beg, or blackmail the authorities into releasing enough sugar



to bake cakes and make ice cream for the treat, so if the children could not eat themselves sick, they
would at least have some sweeties.

And of course, Reggie himself would have to present the prizes to the winning scholars, to put thefind
fillip of glory on thewhole day.

No, he quite agreed with the whole notion, and the only thing that made him wish the school and the
children to the steppes of Mongoliawas that because he had forgotten, he had not been able to tell poor
Eleanor that he would not be at the meadow at teatime.

And he did not know how to find her to send her amessage to that effect, either.

Thethought of her arriving at the meadow only to find it deserted made him fed sck& mdash;she would
be so disgppointed, and he found the idea of disgppointing her made him fed like aright cad.

Widl, maybe someone would remind her what day it was. Y es, hopefully, wherever she wasworking,
sheld betold, and wouldn't turn up only to be disappointed.

Meanwhile, he listened with some surprise and growing pleasure to his mother go on about her
preparationsfor the great day. It wasthe liveliest he'd seen her since he had arrived. Of course, her
father was till sulking, taking hismedlsin hisrooms, so that particular pall was not being flung over the
dinner-table.

And perhaps he will leave. Or at least, go off to bully his own servants until & mdash;

No. He would not think of going back to the Front, to the war. Not now. He turned his mind resolutely
to the plansfor the morrow.

"It seemslike an awful ot of work for you, Mater," he said doubtfully.

She laughed& mdash;realy laughed. "Don't you remember? 'Y ou did most of the planning work, when the
date wasfirg changed last year. It was all in your letters. Everything was a great success, especialy the
prizes”

Good gad&mdash;1 do remember & mdash;telling her that the vicar could give out Bibles and
prayer books all he liked, but that we ought to be giving things the kiddies would enjoy reading.
Picture books for the littlest. Good ripping yarns for the boys& mdash;

"Y ou told meto patronize the loca shops, so | did. Redlly, al | had to do wasto consult with Pearl
Shapland at the bookstore about what was popul ar& mdash;she's been a great hel p. She's picked out
truly ddlightful booksthis year& mdash;and for the older girls, lovely writing paper and pen setsingtead of
books. Well, | did make onelittle change." She blushed. "When | found out that Lisa Satterfield, the
head girl, had won thefirst prize for essay, | thought, apretty girl likethat, and no money to sparein her
family& mdash;well, | went to Annie Hagan the milliner, and | got her ahat. | thought shewould likeit so
much better than writing paper.”

"I think you're entirely right, Mater," he said, hiding his amusement. School prizes were supposed to
reward scholarship& mdash;trust his mother to think of giving ahat instead! Then again, hed seen
perfectly sensble girlsgo al foolish with inchoate longing over amilliner'swindow display. "That was a
capita idea, and terribly kind of you.”

It redlly did seem asif he had been very clever in his suggestions& mdash; it wasjust too bad he didn't
remember them very clearly. Those letters seemed to have been written a century ago, by someone he
couldn't even recognize. Swings hung from the trees in the park& mdash;a treasure-hunt among the paths



for tokensto be exchanged for little bags of nuts and other small prizes& mdash;crackers at teato ensure
that every child went home with at least some trinket& mdash;it amazed him. How had he thought about
such thingsin the middle of death and gunfire?

"Soyou =g, | redly had very little to do& mdash;other than this year, finding ways of getting the sugar for
the cakes and ice creams,” she concluded. "Therest of it, | just |eft ordersfor.”

"I don't believe you for aminute, and you are an angel, Mater," he said warmly.

She amiled a him, then sighed. "It'sso little, redly, when thereisn't afamily in the village that hasn't got
someone & the front& mdash;or haslost someone,” she said, pensively. "If | can just help those poor little
onesto forget that for part of one day& mdash;”

Hewent up to bed now fedling guilty that he had put his own pleasure ahead of those poor kiddies. Asif
they had anything much to look forward to anymore. They weren't the only oneswho weretrying to
forget, for just one day, what was going on outside the walls and fences of Longacre Park.

Knowing he would have to look presentable for the children, he took the precaution of using astrong
deeping draught to insure he got a decent night of dumber. Hed avoided themin

hospital & mdash;preferring to doze during the day when they were lessinclined to try and attack

him& mdash;and since coming home, held generdly found his drinks at the Broom to be soporific
enough. But we don't want to frighten the little ones, hetold himsdf, as he felt the narcotic take hold.
You don't want to look the way you feel.

He gtill felt abit groggy when hisvalet woke him, but a couple of cups of good, strong "gunpowder” tea
chased most of the mist from his brain. He thought about wearing his uniform to make the presentations,
then decided againgt it. The children saw too many uniforms asit was, he didn't want to remind them of
fathers and brothers who were gone, fighting, missing, or dead.

By thetime hefinished breskfast, hisvaet Turner cameto tell him that the old pony had been harnessed
to the cart, and it and the auto were waiting on the driveway.

"What dseisdone?' he asked.

"The gardener and her hel pers have finished seeding the garden with the buttons that will serve as
prize-tokens, gir,” Turner said, "And the tent has been set up for the refreshments. Her ladyship is aready
out there, overseeing everything.”

He might have known; he finished breakfast and strolled out to be, as he expected, "made useful.”

Within the hour, the vicar, hiswife, and the entire contingents of the Ladies Friendly Society and the
Women's Ingtitute had made the pilgrimage up the drive with farm carts full of tents and stdlsand the
bric-a-brac to fill them. And by ten, the fair was set up and waiting for the children. There were dready
adults moving among the stallsin summer frocks or tea-gowns and tennis-dresses, and cricket-flannels or
summer suits suitable for aday at Brighton Fier, or at the very least, their Sunday best.

It al looked so normal until you noticed that frocks outnumbered suits by afactor of four or fiveto one.
It was at that point that Reggie el ected to go and stand by his auto and wait for the children to arrive.

Fortunately, they did turn up very shortly after that—being hauled up from thevillage in two old



hay-wains pulled by four ancient workhorses that were spared being sent to pull guns because they
couldn't have gotten out of aplodding walk if their lives had depended oniit.

Having had the experience of |ast year, Lady Devlin had very sensibly decided that the first thing to do
wasto dlow the children to run off as much of the energy of excitement as possible. To that end, it was
the button-hunt that took place first; well away from the flower-beds, with the buttons seeded al over
the artificid "wilderness' and the follies that some Georgian Fenyx had erected. He thought to improve
the landscape by dotting it with completely manufactured ruins. With happy disregard for the state of their
best clothing, the younger children swarmed the wilderness while the older ones sauntered aong,
pretending that they were too sophisticated for such achildish pastime, but just as excited asthelittle
oneswhen they found a button. It took a good hour before the last button was found and handed in for a
prize; by then, the smaler oneswere lining up for ridesin the pony-cart while the older boys were doing
the same for aride in Reggie's motor. The swingsin thetreeswere al fully occupied, the maze had its
own set of explorers, and the games at the booths were doing a surprisingly brisk business.

At one, there was a break for luncheon in the refreshment tent, a break that Reggie was pleased to see.
He had forgotten, when he had volunteered to take children for rides up and down the long driveway,
that thiswould mean hours of driving. Hislegwastelling him that it would be sometime beforeit forgave
him.

After luncheon, to hisrdief, camethe officid proceedings of the day, beginning with the Maypole dance.
Reggie's gramophone was pulled into service, with Immy Grimdey, the head boy, dragooned into
sarviceto keep it cranked up. It had to be the firgt timein the history of Broom that Maypole dances
were held to the tune of melodies by Bach instead of the pennywhistle and fiddle. The adults dutifully
gathered around to watch, first the little ones blunder through an attempt at asmplein-and-out weave,
then progressively more complicated weaves as the teams of dancersincreased in age& mdash; the girls
with enthusiasm, the boys with reluctance. The edest& mdash;all girls, since not even the headmaster
could convince teenaged boys to dance around a Maypole& mdash;did a quite credible job, leaving the
pole with its crown of flowers covered in atightly woven, patterned set of ribbons. Then it wastime for
everyone to assemblefor the academic prizes.

A low platform had been erected for the purpose, and the audience sat on blankets and tablecloths
usudly used for picnics. Reggie and the teachers dl stood on the platform, while the children waited,
squirming, on the blanketsin the very front "rows."

Firg, Miss Kathleen Davis, the teacher for the youngest children (who were not segregated by sex a
their age), announced the winners of Best Penmanship, Most Books Read, Best Spdller, and Best
Recitation. The children solemnly and shyly, and with materna encouragement, paraded up to the
platform, and Reggie gave them their picture-books, wrapped in beautiful paper and ribbons, with just as
much solemnity asif he had been distributing medds.

They al sat through arepetition of the prize-winning recitation& mdash; predictably, "How Doth the Little
Busy Bee"& mdash;which at least the child in question managed to get through without needing to be
prompted, without mumbling, or without burgting into tears, dl of which Reggie could recal happening on
previous prize days.

Then it was Miss Judith Lasker's turn to announce the prizewinners for the older girls. Best Penmanship,
Best Recitation, Spelling Prize, Literature Prize, and Best Essay on the subject of [Reggietried not to
groan] "My Country." Thewinner of the Best Essay looked very surprised when Reggie presented her
with ahatbox instead of a stationery set or abook, and when she and her friends gathered around to
discover what could be in the intriguing box, the winner was so ddlighted to discover that it realy was a
hat she almost forgot to return to the platform to read her winning essay aoud.



Next timeit'll be two hats, Reggiethought, ungracioudy. That ought to keep them busy enough
they'll completely forget to read the blasted thing.

The Literature Prize winner, MariaHolmes, did not get a stationery set; that seemed wrong to Reggie,
who had instead culled severa unread volumes from his own stores& mdash;things given to himin the
hospital that he had not had the heart to read. Poems of a V.A.D. seemed appropriate enough, and the
complete Kipling verse aswell as Kim and The Light That Failed, and abook of Shaw's plays. They
werent the sort of thing that agirl would ordinarily be given, but he had the feding that a"bookish” girl
was more than ready for something stronger.

The Best Recitation was from agirl improbably caled MarinaLandman, and was, to Reggi€'s complete
shock, "The Last Meeting," written only the year before by Siegfried Sassoon. Sherecited it beautifully,
clearly& mdash;he had to wonder if sheredlly understood what the words she was speaking from
memory actudly meant& mdash;

Or to her wasit dl Romeo-and-Juliet, doomed, romantic young love? Certainly the poem was written
that way. Where had she found it? Dear God, if she had seen any of his other poems, she surely
would have tossed the book away, weeping. Sassoon might have begun writing his poetry about the
nobility of sacrificein war, and the glory of agrand desth, but he was not writing of that now. . . .

Wi, it might make him uncomfortable, but evidently no one €lse was bothered. Or else they had no idea
who had written this piece; well, truly there was nothing in it to mark it asthe work of amanin the
trenches.

Probably someone saw it in The Strand or some other magazine or newspaper, and thought it
appropriate for a young girl to recite, he decided. She can't possibly have seen any of Sassoon's
other poetry.

He presented her with her prize of stationery and asilver pen-set. She seemed pleased. 'l want to bea
teacher," shetold him, when held asked her the usual question of what she wanted to do. "Like Miss
Lasker."

Miss Lasker colored up and looked pleased. "I'm sure you'll be afineteacher,” Reggietold her, and
sgnaled the headmaster with his eyesthat it wastime for the boysto receive their prizes. One more lot,
and then | can sit down. . ..

Michadl Stone stepped forward and announced the winners. Mathematics Prize, History Prize,
Geography Prize& mdash;why weren't the girls given chalengeslike that?& mdash;L atin Prize, Best
Recitation, and Best Essay on the subject of Patriotism.

Therecitation, unmercifully, was " The Charge of the Light Brigade." Reggietried not to listen. It caled up
too many memories of amilar idiotic charges he had seen from the rdative safety of his

aeroplane& mdash;yet another suicidal dash "over thetop” straight into the machine guns. He kept his
face fixed in what& mdash; he hoped& mdash;was avaguely pleasant expression and wondered what idiot
had encouraged the boy to memorize this particular piece at this particular time.

He expected much the same out of the Grimdey boy's essay& mdash; But got ashock. It read like the
poetry of Wilfrid Owens, or at least, avery, very young Wilfred Owens, one who hadn't yet seen the
daughtering grounds with his own eyes, but knew very well they were there, and knew that their leaders
wereidiots, and while questioning the sanity of it al, did not question that doing one's duty wastheright
and proper thing to do.

Oh, it wasn't laid out so Kkillfully asdl that, and there was still more than aveneer of the youthful ideglism



that sent those first boysto their deathsin 1914, thinking it was agloriousthing to fal in bettle. But fill,
the bones of intelligent questioning were there& mdash;and it astonished him.

So much so that the headmaster caught sight of his sartled expression and leaned over to whisper,
"Jmmy isthe only boy left in hisfamily. Father, both brothers, three unclesand dl hismale cousins. Hed
liketo go to university in two years, but& mdash;" Stone shrugged. "Whether he can get aplace, | don't
know."

"You just get him ready for the entrance examinations" Reggie said, fiercdly. "I'll seethat he getsthere.”
He hadn't even known that he was going to say such athing until after the words were out of his mouth,
but he was glad that he had done so a moment later as he caught the look of astonishment, followed by
gratitude, on Michadl Stone'sface.

He nodded to confirm the pledge, then returned his attention to the boy feeling akind of proprietary
determination. Too many of the bright intellectua lights of his generation had been put out dready. He
would, by heaven, savethisone, at least.

After the prizes camethe highlight of the day& mdash;what onelittlefellow joyfully called"A proper tea
at last!" with jam buns, currant scones, and iced biscuits, ice creams, honey and more jam for the proper
sandwiches, al the sweet things that children craved. And if they could not, asthey had in days gone by,
eat sweet things until they were sick, well perhaps that wasn't so bad athing. There was just enough of
the rationed sugar to make sure every child got enough to fed properly rewarded& mdash;to fill them up,
they had to make do with dightly more wholesome fare. The adults did have to make do with what they
could purchase at the church fair gdls; thiswas, after al, the school trest. Every child aso got one of the
finest crackers obtainable, with little prizesingde like pennywhistles, so that they al went homewith at
least abag of nutsfrom the button hunt and a cracker prize in their pockets, dong with the memory of a
day stuffed full of fun without the shadow of war onit. After tea, the wagons arrived to carry them back
down to the village again; the adults lingered until the church fair officidly closed.

Reggie kept himsalf mostly out of the way. By thistime, hisleg was atorment, but the last thing he
wanted was for anyone to notice.

Between the Longacre staff and the men from the village who came up to help with the dismantling, the
tents came down and were stowed in the hay-wains. The stalls and booths did not come down quite as
quickly asthey had gone up, but by sunset, the only vestiges of the May Day fetivities were the trampled
grass, afew bare placeswherelittle girls had been unable to resist picking flowersin the gardens, and the
swingsgtill hanginginthetrees.

Reggie got up onto the terrace without drawing any attention to himsalf, and paused there ostensibly to
admire the setting sun, but in redity to give hisknee arest. Lady Devlin came up from the gardenswhen
he had been standing there for afew momentsto stand beside him. She surveyed the empty lawn and
sghed happily. "Wdl, well be scraping our jam abit thin for the next several weeks, and the gardenswill
look alittle motheaten for aweek or two, but it wasworth it,” she said with content. "Did you see their
little faces?"

"And their not-so-little faces," Reggietold her, putting hisarm around her shouldersto give her a
squeeze. "Wdl done, Mater; you put on aripping treat for them. Oh, that Grimdey boy& mdash;"

"If you're going to say we're finding him aplace at Oxford, good,” sheinterrupted. "That was an



amazingly mature essay. Y our father always meant to have afund for the village, and never got around to
taking care of it." She stopped for amoment, closed her eyes, then went on, bravely, "Since he never got
the chance, we should do it for him. Well make that boy thefirst to have it, shall we?!

He blinked at her, then grinned. "Mater, you are trumps" he exclaimed warmly. "I'll get it set up with
Mrs. MacGregor and Andrew Dennistomorrow. I'll have Andrew set up atrust, and Lee can tell me
what we should useto fund it with."

"That would be thewisest, | think." She nodded decisively. ™Y ou know, I'm glad you invited the
Brigadier. Y ou were right; we need more people about. | will invite your aunt& mdash;perhaps Lady
Virginiatoo. Well have some small summer weekends& mdash;”

So long as you don't plan to have 'em with the sole intention of trotting potential bridesin front of
me, he thought, though in truth, he knew that any such hope was probably in vain. What he said doud
was, "It'll be good to have people around. But at the moment& mdash;if you'll forgive me, dearest, | am
going to go to my room, put my leg up, and have someone bring me aitray with the sad remains of the
feasting. My legisnot at dl pleased with me.”

Truth to betold, hisleg wastelling him that if he didn't get weight off it soon, he might not like what it was
going to do. He'd been able to ignore the pain for most of the day, but it was coming on with a
vengeance Now.

"You do look pae, dear," she said, casting aworried glance a him. "And do you know, that sounds like
acapital ideato me, too. A hot bath, abook, and whatever the cook can throw together on atray. The
staff have worked their hearts out for this, too." She smiled. "However, | am very glad itisonly oncea
year! Now I'll go and let the housekeeper know well be making an early evening of it. I'm sure the staff
will be pleased.”

She kissed his cheek and wandered back into the house; he waited, though hisleg was redlly beginning to
throb, until she was unlikely to see the difficulty he wasin. Only then did he limp towards the door, and
saize, with wordless gratitude, the cane that wasin astand besideit. Hisvaet had silently, and without
being asked, ingtdled stands with canesin them in practicaly every room hewaslikely to bein, and a
every outside door. Now he rested hisweight on the handle and reminded himself to make sure Turner
was properly thanked.

Asthe dusk began to descend, shrouding the rooms he passed through in shadow, he wondered how
difficult it would be to get eectricity and the telephone up to the place. Mad Rosss wife, Sarah Ashley, a
Y orkshire woman, was the loca tel ephone operator, athough there could not be more than three or four
telephonesin Broom itsalf& mdash;so it would certainly be possible to at least get the telephone installed
up here. Y es, he would seeto that, no matter what. It would be another way to get his mother connected
back to the wider world. With the telephone would come invitations to go and do things from her old
friends, and he knew from persona experiencethat it was agreat ded easier to refuse invitations that
came by mail than it was to refuse the ones that came in person.

Yes. I'll get the telephonein at the very least, and electricity if | can manageit. That should hep the
daff out ahit, too. Electric lightstook lesstending, or so hewastold.

He paused at the foot of the stairs, looking up to the next floor with afeding asif he was about to try to
scaethe Matterhorn. He gritted histeeth, braced himsdlf, and with the cane in one hand and a death-grip
on the balustrade, he began thelong climb. Hisknee now fdlt asif someone was putting abullet into it
with every step he had to climb.

Hafway up he had to stop. | really did overdo. | should have had one of the lads take the kids out



after thefirst hour. Hed thought the leg wasin better shape than that. Clearly, it wasn't.

He made it to the top of the stairs on will alone, and stood there for amoment with swest trickling down
his back. He wanted to sit down, and knew he didn't dare; he'd never be able to get to hisfeet again. At
least now he wasn't going to have to climb any more stairs.

But it'salong way to my room.
When he had just finished that thought, hisvaet gppeared asif summoned by magic.

And as helooked into Turner's concerned face, he decided that pride was agreat dedl lessimportant
than pain.

"Milord, may |&mdash;" Turner began, diffidently.

"Ohyes, you certainly may," Reggie sighed, and alowed Turner to help him back to hisrooms. The vaet
was alot more help than amere cane.

“Milord, if-you don't mind my saying 0, youve overdone.” Turner regarded him sternly. *Now, it's not
my place, and I'm no doctor, but& mdash;"

"Please, old man, if you don't mind playing nurse, I've no objection to behaving like a patient,” he replied.

"Then, | believe that hot water isin order.” Turner nodded briskly, and took him straight into the
bathroom, dmost carrying him& mdash;which Reggie was not at al averseto. "Have you actualy eaten
anything today, milord? Since breaking your fast, | mean.”

"Ah&mdash;" he blinked, and thought. A sausage and toast a luncheon. A jam-bun and lots and |ots of
tea”

"| thought s0. The pain takes the appetite, doesn't it?" Turner helped him out of his clothing and into the
hot bath; he sank into it with ahissfor the heat, and asigh of relief asthe heat took the edge off the pain
of hisleg. "Y ou stay therefor abit, and let me ded with this, milord."

Reggie was only too happy to do just that. Once he was in the hot water, he redlized that it wasn't just his
knee that hurt& mdash;the rest of hiswounds and broken bones were aching; the knee was just so bad it
had overwhelmed the rest.

He remained in the steaming water until it had started to cool, when Turner gppeared and helped him out
again, and then into bed with a hot compress wrapped around the knee. There was dready atray with
hot soup and some assorted sandwich quarters waiting.

And when he saw the familiar bottle on the tray along with hisfood he did not object. Instead, he |ooked
at Turner with araised eyebrow. "Wasit your ideaor Mater'sto get thisrefilled?’

"Mine, milord. | thought you werelikely to need it, and | aso thought you would not wish to worry your
mother." Turner's face was astudy in the unreadable.

"l don't pay you enough. WEll have to attend to that in the morning,” he replied.
Turner smiled faintly. "1 believe, milord, you won't need me any more tonight. Goodnight, milord.”
"Good night, Turner.”

Hetook hisdosefirgt, then dutifully ate everything on the tray. It meant that his reading was cut



drastically short once the narcotic set in.
But considering how he had felt before he took the stuff, that was avery smdl priceto pay.

| hope someone warned Eleanor, was hislast thought as he drifted off to deep. | don't want her to
think she was abandoned. . . .
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May 1, 1917
Chipping Norton, Oxfordshire

ALISON WOKE LATE, WITH THE sun streaming in the window of her room in the Crown and
Cushion, feding entirely contented with her life. Asit had happened, she had not had to do anything
about Locke at dl. The Old Gods didn't like machinery; by the time he had arrived at the Hoar Stones
with the motor, the last vestige of Loki had long since departed his erstwhile host, and Warrick Locke
was back to being his old obsequious sdif.

Nevertheless, shefdt asif he ought to be rewarded in some small way. So on the drive back last night,
she had said, quite casudly, "Warrick, don't you think it would be useful for usto have something at our
disposd that isabit faster than this? More powerful ? 1t probably isn't going to be the last time welll have
to traipse out into the countryside. It might be a good thing to have something fast enough to take usto
our destination and back to Broom in the same night.”

"It would be useful," he had replied, doubtfully, "But redly powerful autostake agrest ded of practiceto
handle, Mrs. Robinson, and to be honest, | understand they need a certain amount of strength too. Are
you certain you want to take something like that on?"

She had laughed. "Oh, | don't mean to handleit; afine Guy | would look, got up like some demon racer!
No, why don't you draw what you need out of the accounts and purchase something appropriate in your
own name. Then if we need to make afast run into the country, | can ring you."

She didn't have to be able to see him& mdash;not that sheld have been ableto in the dark, evenif he
wasn't wearing driving-goggles& mdash;to sense hisrush of eation. She had settled back into her seat
feding amused and content; men were such smple creatures! Give them anew mechanicd toy, and
suddenly they felt like gods!

Asto whether afast automobile would be ussful or not, she had no idea, and didn't redlly care. It
provided an excuse to permit him to draw out agreat ded of money and reward himsdf without actually
giving him the money, which would set a bad precedent. And he would be ever so grateful; dthough he
was not doing badly by himself as her solicitor, he would never be able on his own to afford the sort of
fast, powerful auto that she could purchase.



It was abit of an extravagance, but then, once one of the girls was safely wedded to the Fenyx boy, such
thingswould be mere bagatelles. She had gone to bed feding supremely satisfied with the night'swork.
She woke fedling, if anything, even more contented. Too contented to go back to Broom.

It was, after dl, May Day. She particularly did not want to return today, since May Day meant she would
have to attend that tedious church fair and school treat nonsense.

She had decided months ago that she was not going to help out with this function, even though it wasto
be held at Longacre Park. The only way she would be able to attract the attention of Lady Devlin would
beto volunteer for literaly everything, and she would be only one person among the horde of common
housawives from the Women's Ingtitute and Ladies Friendly Society doing the samething. And sheredly
didn't want to attend, either. Merely attending, no matter how much she and the girls spent at the church
galson thingsthey didn't want and had no use for, would till call up the question of why she wasn't
participating. On the other hand if business had caled her unexpectedly out of town, she would have the
perfect excuse not to even go to the wretched thing. The mereidea of being surrounded by a pack of
sticky children, forced to listen to recitations and to buy handmade garbage she would not even dare to
throw away, made her nauseated. The only bright spot in the whole day would be in watching the virginal
little maidens of Broom trotting around the phalic Maypolein the recreation of afertility rite, without
anyone ese having the least notion of what they were doing. And that was not amusing enough to have
to tolerate the rest of it.

London, shethought with longing. Y es, and why not? She deserved it. The girls had been very good;
they could do with atreat. She could renew her assault on Lady Devlin once her ladyship had recovered
from hogting al those wretched children.

A night or two in London would be just the thing. Some theseter, there were things she had forgotten in
the spring shopping trip. And above dl, it would give her a chance to recover her powers before she
returned home.

When she went down to the dining room, the girls were already there, pensively eating toast and teawith
Warrick Locke; they brightened up considerably when she suggested the trip.

"Mother!" Laurdee said, her face alight with pleasure. "Oh, grand! There are ever so many things| forgot
last March& mdash;that wretched laundress managesto ruin my stockings with appalling
regularity& mdash;”

"Wewereahit rushed,” Alison admitted indulgently. "And Warrick, you can get that automobile | was
talking about; with methere, | can smply write achequefor it and there will be no tedious nonsense with
drawing money on account or answering to the trust about it.”

The usualy dour expression on the solicitor's face brightened to that of aboy on Christmas morning.
"That would be more convenient, Mrs. Robinson," was all he said, but she held back her own smile. Men
were so trangparent!

"Then let's gather up our traps and make for the railway station," wasdl she said. "'l suspect we can
purchase afew more new things to eke out the clothing we have with us sufficiently. Y ou know," she
added thoughtfully. "The one thing we did not plan on isthat we have no common clothing, and if we are
going to be making excursons to& mdash; specid sites& mdash;this summer, weredly should not be
wearing thingsthat will draw attention to oursalves."

"Y ou can get some quite nice frocks ready-to-wear, Mother," Carolyn observed. "Nothing that | would
wear to Longacre Park, but good enough for& mdash;excursions.”



"Then it's settled. Away you go, girls, be so good asto pack up my thingsaswell, while | settle with the
innkeeper.”

The girls scrambled to obey, leaving her to enjoy her own bregkfast in peace, and in the certainty that
what had begun so well last night was only going to get better.

May 1, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

Eleanor had had a restless and uncomfortable night, and was mortaly glad that Alison and the girlswere
away. She had been reduced eventudly to deeping on the kitchen floor, near thefire, insde acircle of
protection before she could actually get to deep. Only when her circle was around her and a couple of
her Sdlamanders were frisking about with her would the unsettled feding that there was something
horrible outsde the walls of The Arrows leave her.

Then, of course, she overdept& mdash;athough, for her, overdeeping meant risng around seven. It didn't
matter though, since the compulsionsthat Alison had put on her had weakened to the point that if she
was merely in the kitchen at dawn, she would be left done. So once she dept, she dept long and deeply,
and only awoke at theingstent tugging of a Sdlamander on her finger. The moment she awoke, she knew
by the chill even here next to the hearth what it wanted; the fire had burned down to the barest of codls,
and before she did anything else, she rubbed the deep out of her eyesand got it rekindled. Then she
returned to the pallet& mdash;which, now that she was able to take pretty much what she wanted or
needed within thewalls of the house, was now as comfortable, if not more comfortable, than her bed in
the attic room. It looked asit dways had, but she had carefully hand-stitched a tattered rag of acoverlet
over thetop of avery nice woolen blanket, had more blanketsin hiding if she needed them, and had
made up a decent mattress out of one of the featherbeds | eft in the upstairs maid's room. Anyone looking
in on her as she dept would only see her wrapped in something that looked asiif she had rescued it from
the bin, and once she was awake, the sham was carefully hidden away in a cupboard that had once held
enormous pudding-basins. Eleanor could not have boiled a pudding to save her soul, so the basins, now
stowed in the cellar, were not required. In all the time she had been here, Alison had never once opened
the cupboards, and Eleanor wasfairly certain she wasn't going to begin now.

So when she lay back down to wake up properly, it was with no sense of hardship. She did, however,
want to think very hard about the dreams she'd had.

Unlike the onesthat had driven her downgtairs, these had been quite interesting. Not pleasant
precisely& mdash;she was | eft with the impression this morning that whatever €l se had been going on, she
had been working very hard& mdash;but certainly not disturbing.

"Am | supposed to remember them, or not?" she asked aoud. And that seemed to trigger
something& mdash;a memory of & mdash;voices.

She closed her eyes, and relaxed as Sarah had taught her, because she knew if she strained after those
dream-memories, they would vanish.

Voices. Thefirg thing that came into her mind was the hollow, ringing qudity of them. Then words.
"She'snot ready! | care not if she can widd the power, sheis not yet ready to do so!"



That was afema e voice, more annoyed than angry. But there was something

not& mdash;quite& mdash;human about it. Asif it belonged to one of those fiery creaturesthat she had
caled "firefaries’ that had appeared to play with her in her dreams as achild. There was aresonanceto
it that she had never heard in ahuman voice.

"When are they ever? But the knowledge must be there when she needsiit.” That wasamade, gruff,
with the impression of immense age. Now, if avolcano could have a persondity, thiswould have beenit.
Immense power wasin thisone, held barely in check; adow power, dower than that of thefirst voice,
but somehow the impression was that the speaker's strength at need was exponentialy greater than
anything the first spesker could command.

And athird voice& mdash;a so mae, and by contrast, quite human-sounding. "Very well. But seeto it
that she forgets when waking."

After that& mdash;nothing. No matter how much she blanked her mind, she could remember nothing else,
except that she had been working asif she were studying for the examinationsto enter Oxford.

Ah, now that was another clue. Whatever she had been "doing,"” it hadn't been physical labor, it had been
entirdy mentd.

Assuming it was anything other than a dream. Which was arather mgjor assumption. Y es, she knew very
well that magic wasredl, and very much afactor in her life, but it didn't follow that things she dreamed
about were a so redl. Whatever, that was dl she had of it. With asigh of frustration, she stretched,
opened her eyes, and started the day.

Which, once she was clean and dressed, was interrupted again dmost immediately, by the sound of a
great many people and wagons coming up the street.

Thiswas hardly usua for Broom, and even less so this early in the morning. What on earth could be
happening out there?

She |eft by the kitchen door and went to the garden gate to peer out, and saw, to her puzzlement, a
veritable procession of wagons and carts carrying canvas and parcels and no few of the village women,
al of it heading up towards the road leading out of the village. Where on earth could they be going?

Acrosstheroad, watching with the greatest of interest as he leaned on his stick, was one of the oldest
men in Broom, Gaffer Clark. Under the thick thatch of white hair and the equally white beard, it was hard
to tell exactly how old he was, and he himsdlf wasn't entirely sure, because there weren't too many other
peoplein Broom old enough to say that they knew they were older than Gaffer.

Weél, if anyone would know what thiswas al about, it would be Gaffer. But& mdash;asking Gaffer was
like breaking down adam holding back alake of words. The moment you asked him the smplest of
questions, a veritable torrent of words came out& mdash;as Gaffer would say, "Words bein' so chegp an'
al, why not make agreet tidy heap of "em?' He was never oneto keep histhoughtsto himself, and one
of those was dways that there was no reason to use one word when a dozen would do.

Ohwell, she crossed the street and approached him.

He gave her that puzzled look that dways came over the villagers, because of her sepmother's

spells& mdash;the look that said, "I think | ought to know you, and | can't imaginewhy | don't." Shejust
nodded to him in afriendly but subservient fashion; Alison wanted her to gppear to be avery, very
low-ranking servant who was not a native of Broom, and so she would try and fit in with that. Besides,
that very guisewould give her the excuse to ask questions.



"Please sir, could you tell me what's going on? Why are dl those carts out here thismorning?' she asked,
looking up a him with feigned timidity.

"Oh, now, wdll, it'sMay Day and all, do ye ken?' the Gaffer said, opening his bag of words and
beginning to strew them about with agreat smile on hisface. "And when it'sMay Day, it'sonly right and
proper that there be something to celebrate! Only that's being a bit hard these days, seeing that the
Nine-Man-Morrisis down to two men& mdash;two and a haf, if you counted that poor lad i’

there& mdash;" he nodded his head at the Broom pub& mdash;"what's on'y got half of what he |eft here
with. And there's none of the lads what does the hobby-horse, nor Robin Hood, nor Maid Marian
neither, nor not even adecent fiddler, so what'sto do? And none of the travelers, nor the peddler-men
that doesthe May church fair, or at least, not many and they ain't men. And school be closing short, so
asthelittle 'uns can be hel ping with the farming. So, says good milady Devlin, may God himself bless her
kindly heart, let's make the May Day fair and the school trest al in one, and haveit al up at Longacre!
Wéll, no sooner she saysthat, than everyonethinks, Hoi! A grand ides, that! And bein’ as shesher
ladyship and dll, she's got& mdash; means, dye ken?' He stopped just long enough to give Eleanor a
huge wink. "She's a-got hold of stuff to make swestiesfor thekiddies, soit'll beareal school treat and
al, and may God bless their innocent hearts, they can be eating sweetstill they be sick, just asis proper
for aschool trest. And Master Reggie, who's Lord Fenyx now and al, helll be a-handing out the prizes,
asit's prize day along of being school treat. None of your Bibles and prayer books, neither, not that |
hold with your prayer books, being chapdl, and beggin’ your pardon if I've offended ye, miss, but that's
the bare truth, for atrue man don't need abook to tell him what to pray, and | reckon God Himself gets
tired of hearin' the same words bein' prattled every Sunday with no more understanding than a babe.
Stll! Prizes ayoung-ster'd be happy to have, not that they shouldn't be happy to have a Bible, but 'tisn't
asif they don't get Bibles every timeyon vicar has an excuse to hand ‘em around. No, none of your
Bibles and prayer books for Lord Fenyx, no& mdash;hell be handin' out picture books and grand stories
with plenty of pirates and bandits and happy endings and what al! So 'tisto beagrand day, al around.
I'll be hauling me old bones up there mysdlf, seeif | don't! Gaffer, he's old, but not too old to know what
agoodtimeis”

Gaffer paused for breath, and Eleanor took that opportunity to thank him and scuttle back acrossthe
road and in through the garden gate& mdash;because she grestly feared that once Gaffer got his bregth
back, she'd be given adetailed account of every good time that the Gaffer had ever enjoyed.

Onceinddethe safety of the yard, she paused to consider what she had been told. And now that she
reca led& mdash;there had been the same sort of to-do last May Day, but Alison had not given her the
leisure to think about it, much less ask.

And of course, Reggie hadn't been up at Longacre either& mdash,

Reggie! If he wasto be handing out the school prizes, then of course he wouldn't be able to get down to
Round Meadow by teatime. He'd be lucky to get away before sunset, if a all. If sheknew Reggieat al,
she knew he wouldn't just be afigurehead, hed be doing something to help.

And she wouldn't be seeing Sarah, either; Sarah herself had said as much. Well, May Day ... there was
undoubtedly something witchy to be done on May Day. Sarah had been quite reticent about her plans,
and Eleanor knew better than to pry.

There was no way that she could get the bond to stretch all the way to Longacre Park. She was lucky to
get asfar as Round Meadow& mdash; which was far enough from the manor that Reggie drove his
automobile to get there.

It was hard not to fedl disappointed and deserted, as she walked back into the kitchen and stood staring



at the fire on the hearth. Everyone, it seemed, was going to be having some sort of celebration but
Eleanor.

Asthelast of the cartsrattled out of the village, a strange quiet settled over the place. It was, quite
literdly, as il out there asif it wastwo or three in the morning, except for bird-calls and the occasiona
distant crow of aroogter. She hadn't until that moment redlized how much sound there was, evenin such
asmdl village as Broom, until the moment when it was gone.

Shewas dl aone. Therewas no oneto talk to, no oneto be with. One of the few days she would be
ableto get away to see Reggie, and he wouldn't even be there, because he was up there at that
enormous manor, playing His Lordship. Tomorrow Alison and the girls would probably be back, and her
imprisonment would begin again. It's not fair & mdash; She sat down on the kitchen stool and stared out
the window. It's not& mdash; And shefdt tears of self-pity start to well up.

And then, she blinked, and firmed her chin, and sat straight up. What had she to fed sorry about? Good
heavens, it was May Day, and Alison and the girls were somewhere far, far away, and she could go out
to Round Meadow or anywhere € se she could reach and go and gather the first May Day flowers shedd
have been able to pick since before thewar! And there were at least four old ladies on Cottager's Row
that no one would be bringing May bouquets to, and who were too old to get up the hill to thefair! Four
poor old ladieswho had given dl their best years to the service of someone ese, and who were now
gtting in their little cottages with no one for company except each other. Now there were people who
hed aright to fed sorry for themselves.

I might aswell find out if I can manage two excursions outside The Arrows in a day. With
resolution, she got her sprig of rosemary, broke it, and made the proper incantation, then got a basket
and went aMaying.

She wandered through pastures deserted by al but the sheep and cows, finding flowers she hadn't seen
inthree years. She visited little copses where she recaled the shyer flowers blooming, and there they
were, untouched by anyone else.

Of course, that only made sense. The children who would have picked thisMay Day bounty had been
too excited by the coming treat to go make May basketsfor their mothers and little sweethearts. And the
older girls&mdash,

The older girls have no sweethearts to make May garlands for, either. Suddenly, she stopped fedling
quite so sorry for hersdlf. In fact, the last wedding in the village had been her old schoolmate Cynthia
Kerns& mdash; who'd had one day with her husband before he went back to the Front. One

day& mdash;

No, it was no wonder that the flowers were still blooming here. There was no oneto pick them. All the
young men were gone, and the young ladies didn't have much heart for picking flowers.

She returned long before the sprig had withered with a basket full of cowdips and primroses,
lilies-of-the-valey and other early flowers. With askill she had thought she had forgotten, she wove
grassesinto little May-baskets, then raided the tea-cakes for a couple of sweet treats, laying them in the
baskets with her own bouquets.

She surveyed her handiwork with pardonable pride. There] Now that's right and proper! She had
made up four lovely little May-baskets of the sort she remembered from much happier days. The baskets
wouldn't last aday, the flowerswould linger only for two or three more, but it was the thought that
counted, wasn't it? She cast the spell a second time, and with alarger basket laden with her offerings,
went down to Cottager's Row.



The proper May Day protocol wasto lay one's offering on the stoop, knock at the door, and run away.
The problem was, Eleanor very much doubted that any of these old ladies would be able to bend down
to pick up her offerings, and even if they could, they might not be able to get back up again. So she went
to each in turn, knocked on the door, and presented very surprised and touched old women with her gift
and asmple, "First of May, maam," with the little curtsey you would expect from alower servant girl.
And then, with eyes cast down, before any of them could ask who she was or who had sent her, she
hurried away. She went around the corner and waited until her recipient went back into her house before
going on to the next one. They would probably get together over teaand compare notes, but there was
no harm in that. The point was that each should have a pleasant surprise, from someone unknown.

Not that any of these old women would know who she was even if she gave them her real name. The
likelihood that any of them would even be aware of a Robinson family living at The Arrows was pretty
remote. As servants up at the manor, they knew less than a quarter of the very smal population of
Broom, only those with whom they had family ties. Servants at agreat house had very littletimeto
themselves, no more than ahdf day or so off every couple of weeks, and even lessto spareto go visiting
even their own families. From the time they had entered service to the time when they were pensioned
off, their socid circle had been among their fellow servants, not down here& mdash;and any old friends
they'd once had might well themselves be dead at this point.

And once again, she realized that she had very little reason to fed sorry for hersdf. Evenif her
stepmother's spell kept people from recognizing her, people till knew who she was& mdash;and at least
oneremembered her and recognized her.

Asfor thosefour old ladies, at least they knew that someone had remembered them today, and Eleanor
found alittle smile of pleasure playing about her lips as she hurried back to The Arrows.

Sheindulged herself with adightly extravagant luncheon, but as she finished it, apirit of restlessness
overcame her, and shefelt far too unsettled to spend the day reading.

So instead, she went dl over the house, flung open dl of the windows to the spring breezes

and& mdash;after amoment of thought& mdash;began to clean. Oh, not the spring cleaning that Alison
would, without a doubt, set her to the moment she and the girls got home. No, thistime she would clean
what she wanted to clean. In the years since the war began, she/d not been ableto air out her own
bedding or clean her own room more than twice, and only after she was exhausted from her daily work.
So it was her tiny room that got turned out and swept and dusted until there wasn't a speck of dirt
anywherein it, the mattress put out in the garden to air, the blankets and coverlet |eft to hang over the
line, the threadbare carpet beaten within an inch of itslife. It was every gitch of her own clothing that got
washed and hung to dry, then put away with rosemary sprigsto scent it. It was the pallet-bed from the
kitchen that got the same treatment as her bedding from her bedroom. And with time <till on her handsin
the late afternoon, she decided to go upstairsinto the attic and see what was there.

She honestly didn't expect much. After dl, she and her father weren't the family that had owned The
Arrowsfor the last however-many generations, and she fully expected that the origind family would have
cleaned out every bit of their ancestral goods.

Except that once she climbed the stairs and unlocked the door to the long-ignored room& mdash;she
discovered that they hadntt.

She had never been here before; not even once Alison had turned her into a servant. Perhaps everyone
had assumed that the attic was empty, and since the war, there had been such a shortage of thingsthat no
one actudly had anything to go up in an attic to stow things away. Not even clothing; once Alison or the
girls deemed afrock too worn or too out-of-date to wear, it went to the church for distribution to the



deserving poor in an ostentatious display of fase piety. So the piled up furnishings and dust-covered
trunks came as a gartling surprise as she blinked at them in the musty gloom.

Thear wasfull of dust, and light shone only dimly through the single grimy window. But there must have
been enough in the way of furnishings hereto fill two or three rooms, and agreat deal more in the way of
trunks, boxes, and crates.

To the windowless back of the attic, she could dimly make out the shapes of exceedingly old-fashioned
furniture piled up to the celling; heavy stuff, ornately carved. At least one very old-fashioned four-post
bed with awooden canopy, straight-back chairs, atable so heavy she wondered how anyone had gotten
it up here. Infront of the furniture, were the trunks and boxes, piled upon one another. No books, which
seemed odd& mdash; but then, perhaps most of the former owners hadn't been readers to speak of .

Qurely there isn't anything usable up here, shethought doubtfully. But something of the child who
cannot help but see atrunk and think "treasure” must ill have beenin her, for she went to the nearest,
and flung open the lid to look. And then the next& mdash;and the next& mdash;and the next& mdash;

Soon enough, she had been haf right& mdash;and haf wrong.

Thetrunks werefull of al manner of things. Children's books, battered and torn, and broken toys. Trunk
after trunk full of threadbare linens, moth-eaten blankets, and ancient curtains. More trunks full of antique
clothing. All of the clothing dated to the last century at least, from the era of the bustle and the hoop-skirt,
and had been thriftily packed away, with springs of lavender so old it crumbled when she touched it. The
slkswere so old that they practicdly fdll gpart when she picked them up; merely lifting them made them
tear. The furs had evidently been raising entire hoards of little mothlets, and so had the woolens. And yet,
not everything was acomplete loss. Most of the trimmings, the laces, the beads, and the embroideries,
were till sound. And there were gowns that somehow had escaped the moth and the mildew and
dry-rot. Anything linen or cotton was perfectly good, for instance, and there were a couple of Victorian
ball-gownsthat were, if terribly creased, aso wonderfully evocetive of the by-gone belleswho must have
worn them. Of course the ball-gowns were absolutely usalessto her, but she gathered up the linen skirts,
well aware that each of the voluminousthings, made to wear over the huge hoops formerly fashionable,
would make two or three modern walking skirtsfor her. She would have to be very careful, and do al
her sewing at night, but she wouldn't have to look quite as shabby as she had been doing. Shirtwaists and
blouses, plain ones at least, hadn't changed much in al that time, either. Perhgps alittle dtering of collars
would be needed, but not much more than that.

Then she came upon the trunk that had been tucked away under the dust-covered window, well away
from theredt. It wasavery smal trunk, hardly more than abox, and as she brushed the dust from the top
of it, shefroze.

For there, carefully written on apaper label stuck to the top of it was her own name. Eleanor Robinson.
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May 1, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

ELEANOR STARED AT THE FADED words on the old paper labdl, transfixed. Thiswasn't ahand
that she recognized; certainly not her own writing, and not her father's. Whose, then?

Could it possibly be?
She hardly dared think of it.
Shefinaly took adeep bresth, and opened the box. Her hands were trembling as she did so.

It contained two things: an envel ope and what |ooked like a copybook. She lifted both out, carefully, asif
they might disintegrate like the shattered slks of the ancient gownsin the other trunks.

She peered at them, and tried to make out what was written on them, only to redlize that the light was too
dimin hereto read the fading words.

| need proper light.

She bundled up her linen skirts and shirtwaists under one arm, put the envelope with greet careinsdethe
front cover of the copybook, and took everything downgtairs, trembling inside, knees feding wesk, both
excited and afraid to discover what it was she had found.

She | eft the clothing in the wash-house where it was unlikely to be discovered, then, redlizing that the sun
was stting, shetook her two findsinto the parlor and lit the oil lamps& mdash;

And then, of course, sheredized just how grimy she was, 0 she delayed the moment of discovery ill
further by going to wash her hands and face. Somehow she didn't want to touch her discoverieswith
filthy hands. It didn't fed right.

And somehow, she wanted to delay that moment of discovery; she was not sure why, but she both
longed for and feared the moment when she would open that envelope and learn whét lay insde.

Only then, with clean hands and face, did she it down &t the table, remove the envelope from insde the
copybook with hands that shook with excitement, and opened the flap.

Therewas anoteingde, avery short note, in the same hand that had written her name on the box. The
paper had yelowed, theink had browned, but the writing was clear enough. The words hit her like
blows, burned into her mind asif they had been branded there.

My dear daughter, it began, and she bit back acry to redize that the writer, as she had not dared to
hope, was her own long-dead mother. My friend Sarah would laugh at me if she knew | was doing
this. She would say that | am anticipating the worst. | would only say that since neither of us have
the gift of scrying into the future, one cannot anticipate anything, and | am taking precautions. If
you have found this, you have found my most important legacy to you, my daughter, whom | knew
would one day wield the power of a Master of Fire. Sarah is neither a Master nor of your

Element, and cannot teach you most of what you need to know. It was hard for meto find a
teacher; it may be that by the time you find this, you already have determined you, too, will not be
ableto find a Fire Master willing to teach a mere girl. In this book you will find all that | know. If
you have not already done so, go to Sarah, the midwife some call our village witch, and ask her to
help you, since | am not there to do so myself. Be fearless and strong, and seize your birthright
with all the strength that isin you.



And that was dl. Eleanor fat& mdash;

Disappointed. Horribly, dreadfully disappointed. Where were the tender sentiments, the assurances that
she had been loved and cherished, and that wherever her mother was, she still loved her daughter?
Where were the gentle words of encouragement from beyond the grave? Thismight just aswell have
been anote from one of the tutors at Oxford, for al the warmth that wasin it.

She held the note in hands that shook, and felt like alittle girl on what she dreamed was Christmas
morning who awakensto find that it is not the glorious holiday, but just another day. She had always
thought, dways assumed, thet if she ever, ever found something for her from her long-lost mother, it
would be full of messages of love and devotion. This& mdash;thiswas more like the old Roman matron's
cry to her son departing for the wars: "Return with your shield, or onit." Wherewasthe lovein that?

Maybe she didn't care about me after all. Maybe all she thought of me was that | was someone to
follow in her footsteps.

Shefdt bereft, asif something had been taken from her. And as she sat there, the copybook till
unopened, two huge tears gathered in her stinging eyes, overflowed, and burned their way down her
cheeks.

"Ah, here you are]" Sarah exclaimed from the parlor door. "What on earth are you doing in here?!

Sheturned, and Sarah started alittle. "And why on earth are you crying?" the witch exclaimed, looking
astonished. "What's happened?’ Eleanor sniffed back more tears, and held out the note and the
unopened book. "'1& mdash;went up to the attic,” she said, around the enormous and painful lump in her
throat that threstened to choke her. "And | found these."

Sarah made quick work of the note, her eyes widening and her face taking on an expression of
astonished pleasure. "Good heavens, girl, don't you redize what thisis? It'swhat | can't teach you] This
iswonderful! Why are you weeping like that?'

"She didn't& mdash;she didn't& mdash;" Eleanor began to sob; she couldn't help it. Thetearsjust started
and wouldn't stop. " She never says she loved me& mdash;"

"Oh, my dear& mdash;" Suddenly Sarah softened all over, in away that Eleanor had never seen her do
before. She sat down on the chair next to Eleanor, and took Eleanor into her arms. Unresisting, Eleanor
sagged againg her. "You glly little goose," she said fondly, holding Eleanor against her shoulder, and
wiping away Eleanor's tears with the corner of her apron. "Of course she didn't. Why should she? She
never expected you to read that note! She dways thought she would be there, teaching you herself! Can't
you read how self-conscious her words are? How iff?"

"Y es, but& mdash;" Eleanor began.

"Well, there you are, she wasjust being what | would have called slly-cautious, and she knew | would
have made fun of her if 1'd known she was writing that." Sarah stroked her hair, her voice full of such
unshakesble conviction that Eleanor could not dishdieve. "Shetold you every single day, severd timesa
day, how much sheloved you, firgt thing on waking and last thing at night. | heard her. She showed you
hundreds of times morein aday. Why should shetell you in anote, when she thought she would always
be here to keep telling and showing you?"

Eleanor managed to control her sobbing, and Sarah's words penetrated her grief somewhat.
"But& mdash;why didn't she think& mdash;"



"Now, slly child, look at that note, why don't you?" Sarah said, half fondly, haf scolding, giving Eleanor's
shouldersalittle shake. "In her best copper-plate handwriting, and phrased asformally and tiff asan
invitation to Lady Devlinto tea! Y our mother wasasmple villagegirl, child! Sheloved to read, but
writing things? For her, when you wrote something, it was formal, tiff, and important! Well, except
when you were writing down recipes. | don't think she ever wrote aletter in her life, not even to me, her
best friend! Y our father might have written her alove-letter or two, but she certainly didn't write any
back! Do you understand what 1'm saying? She could no more have written anything sentimental

than& mdash;than commanded an Undine!”

The words penetrated the fog of her distress& mdash;and more than that, they made sense, perfect sense.
Sowly the grief faded. " So she& mdash;”

"Y es, you green-goose, she loved you more than her own life," Sarah scolded. " She loved you enough to
spend hours writing down everything she knew about Fire Mastery! And thisfrom awoman who, |
know for acertain fact, would rather have scrubbed out the wash-house on hands and knees than pick
up apen.” Put like that& mdash;

Eleanor freed hersdf from Sarah's motherly embrace, smiled wanly at her, and wiped her eyeswith her
own gpron-corner. "'l suppose | am being Slly.”

Sarah shook her head, fondly. "No, you were being perfectly naturd. If you go on weeping, though, you
will beacting in avery slly and selfish manner. Have you looked at the book yet?" Eleanor shook her
head.

"Then it can wait until you've had some supper.” As practical asever, Sarah drew her out into the kitchen
where they put together mushrooms and eggs and wild herbs that Sarah had brought with her, dong with
careful gleanings from Alison's stores. Only when both of them were finished, the dishes and pans
washed and put up, and everything tidy again, did Sarah go out to the parlor and return with the book
and the lamp.

"Let'shaveagood look at this, shall we?' she said, conversationdly.

An hour later, and Sarah was Sitting there shaking her head, while Eleanor's head ached from trying to
understand what was written in the pages of that copybook.

"Now | know | never want to beaMagter,” Sarah said decisively. "l likethingsplain! Plainasplain! |
like earth to be Earth and not& mdash;" she waved her hand helplesdy, "Not Erdaand Eponaand
gnomes and fertility and not wrapped up in symbols and fables!" She frowned. "1 like thingsto be one
thing and not like one of those silly dolls you open up and find another, and another, and another.”

Eleanor blinked, her eyes sore, and rubbed both temples with the tips of her fingers. "It's going to take
mealong time" she admitted. "I can& mdash;it'slike reaching for something on the top shelf that | can't
see. | can barely touch it, make out the edge of it, but | know it'sthere, and if | can just reach alittle
further, I know | can grasp it& mdash;”

"Wl if that's what your mother mastered, dl | can say isthat | had noidea." Sarah looked forlorn. "She
seemed so& mdash;ordinary.”

"Itwasdl insde her," Eleanor mused, shutting the book with afeding that if she looked too much longer



at those words they would start dancing about in her mind. "1 wonder where she learned it al? She
doesn't say. She must have found some great Master to learn from, but who?"

Sarah sat back in her chair and reached for her teacup. "Now that isagood question. | don't know who
the Masters are, for the most part. They like to keep it that way, so people don't have achanceto let
things dip. Other Magters know, of course, but that's all within their own circle” Shefrowned. "And
another thing; the Magters in that circle are dmost dways men. Hmm. . . ."

"Y ou think she must have found alady Master of Fire? A secret one?' Eleanor asked eagerly.

"Or one found her. Thereisthat old saying that when the student isready, ateacher will find her." Sarah
nodded. "And there's no telling who it would have been; she was from Stratford-on-Avon, so it wouldn't
be anyone | could point afinger at. Stratford's dways produced its share of odd ones and wizards, and
it'snot so much of acity that aMaster would feel uncomfortable there. Not like London or Glasgow or
Manchester." Shelicked her lips. "The more | think on it, the more that makes sense. | remember her
telling methat the magic ran in her family, but deep; her grandsire was aMadter, but not her father. Huh.
Maybe 'twas her grandsire found her the Fire Magter.”

"Wdl, whoever it was, he or shewaslike auniversity don,” Eleanor replied ruefully. "This& mdash;this
iS& mdagh;oh!"

An idea had suddenly occurred to her, and she sat up straight. "What? What?' Sarah asked sharply.

"| just redlized that | recognize thid" she said "From the medieva history | was studying for the
examinationsto get into Oxford. Thisis alchemy& mdash;a chemy and medieva mysticism! The 'how
many angels can dance on the head of apin' sort of thing! Maybe it was some sort of don she was
studying with& mdagh;”

"Well, it'slike no way that | wastaught or even heard of, but if it works well enough for you, that iswhat
counts." Sarah stood up to go, and hesitated. " Do you think that book should stay here?”

"No," Eleanor told her ingtantly. "I want to take no chances that she might find it. | was going to ask you
to take it with you and keep it. Besides, if what mother learned is based on alchemy and that sort of
thing, there are booksin the library here that can help me, that have been heredl dong. If Alison seesme
studying one of those, shélll just assume I'm in desperate want of something to read.”

Sarah gathered up the old book and tucked it under her shawl. "'l think that'swise, very wise. Well, my
day began before dawn, so if Alison doesn't come back, | will see you on the morrow."

"Thank you, Sarah," Eleanor said, getting to her feet and letting her mentor out the kitchen door. " Thank
you very much.”

She should have been tired, but somehow she wasn't, and she decided to go to the library with the lamp
and seeif she couldn't find the books she thought that she remembered.

Therewerealot of odd books in thisroom, thingsthat certainly hadn't matched with any of her father's
interests, and that up until now, she hadn't associated with her mother, ether. Old things, that didn't even
have titlesimprinted on the spines, much less an author's name. But sure enough, when she took them
down, shefound that there were several on Natural Philosophy and Alchemie, Ye Historic and
Practice of Alchemie, and that when she looked inside the front cover, there was anamein crabbed
and faded handwriting utterly unlike her mother's, and a date& mdash;the earliest she found was 1845,
and the oldest, 1880. The first name was clear enough& mdash;"Vderia," which did sound likea
woman& mdash;but the second was indecipherable.



So I'll probably never know if these were Mother's books given to her by her teacher, or things
picked up at a jumble sale. Stll, they might prove useful, if her mother'steaching was based on creaky
old mysticism, and not the practical approach that Sarah preferred.

Sherearranged the rest of the booksto keep it from looking asif she had taken anything. No usein
derting Alison or the girlsto the fact that she wasreading all of the books on achemy. If they found her
reading one, they'd assume it was afluke.

You know, in all of the time they've been here, and the things they've let slip about their own
magic, | don't think they've ever said anything that sounded like the things in mother's wor kbook.
| don't think they were taught the same son of way she was. Well, that was all to the good.

She took the books up to her room and after some thought, distributed them around the room in ways
that made it look asif shewas doing anything but reading them. One went under the too-short leg of a
wobbly dresser, one could be placed to hold open the shutter& mdash;the rest she placed here and there,
anywhere that looked asif she didn't care what happened to them, asif abrick or astone could have
served the same function. That way, if anyone noticed that they were al aout achemy she could say that
she had taken the books she thought no one would ever want to read.

Shelit abedsde candle, changed into her night-dress, climbed into bed, and settled in for aread.

Within afew paragraphs, she knew that her hunch was right. Her mother's workbook had paragraphs
that were very like a condensed form of what she found here.

Mind, these books were atogether too wordy. But she was used to that; the great classic writers tended
to bejust about as wordy; they were just better at it. The sudy of achemy, according to this
philosopher, had never been about finding ways to change base metd into gold. That particular
transmutation itself was merely a philosophical expression for the evolution and maturation of ahuman

Sirit. . ..

To change one's own sdf from the heavy, leaden soul who could scarcdly lift his eyesto the heavens,
much less soar among them, to the winged, pure, and precious intellect that could neither tarnish nor be
debased.

The Philosopher's Stone was not a thing, but a process& mdash;as, so the book said, a spell was not
redlly athing but a process. Spellswere the processes by which amagician imposed his or her will on
the surrounding universe. The Philosopher's Stone was the process by which the magician transmuted his
or hersdlf into a state in which he or she could understand the universe. Maybe even become one with it.

And if her mother's workbook had been dense with symbolic meanings, this book was overflowing with
them. Nothing, it seemed, existed without having double and triple meanings. Not even the most
commonplaceitems. A broom was abroom, and ameans of cleansing, the symbol for cleansing, and a
symbol of the cleansing power of Air. Even the old gods were merely symbolsfor other things, powers,
emotions, stages on the life-journey.

But here were the old, familiar friends& mdash;Earth, Air, Fire, and Water ... if you knew what to look
for, you quickly realized that the man who wrote this book understood Mastery. The book was writtenin
such away that those who were not magicians could take it as pure philosophy& mdash;but for those
who were, this book, and probably some of the others, were a guide beyond the practical application of
magic into the theory behindit.

And when you knew the theory and the philosophy, you could create your own pathways and
goplications.



Sowly, with much reading and rereading of the same paragraphs, things began to fit into place.

She had originally intended to concentrate only on her own Element, but it soon became clear that this
was abad idea. Not only were the powers and meanings of al four Elementsincestuoudy intertwined,
but after dll, Alison was an Earth Master and Reggie an Air Master. To defeat the one and help the
other, she had to learn about their Elements, and &t that point it made little sense to skip learning about
the Antagonistic Element to her own, Water.

Shefindly felt her eydids growing too heavy, and set the book aside, blowing out the candle, phrases
from the book still echoing in her mind as she drifted into deep. She didn't understand them yet& mdash,
but soon& mdash;soon& mdash;

... thefirst step must be into the first Sohere, the Sphere of Imagination, for Intellect must be the
servant of Imagination, and not the master. . . .

Eleanor woke dowly, with the strangest feding& mdash;as if, once she had put the book down last night,
she had goneinto dreams only to find that in her dreams she was till trying to cometo grips with what
she had read. Except that in the dream, there was something or someone helping her graspit.

And the moment she woke, she redlized that she did grasp some of what she'd been reading, and had put
it together with what had been in the workbook.

Infact, that was exactly what she needed to do& mdash;start putting things together, snce dl thingswere
connected, and each had aspects of the rest. The only actua starting place was the intellect, which led
into theimagination. After that, theimagination led everywhere.

Sheld been trying to think of al of the Planes of her mother's book& mdash;or " Spheres,” asthe Alchemy
book called them& mdash;as being separate, and that things somehow passed from one to another. But it
wasn't likethat at dl; everything waslayered on top of everything else, and everything coexisted a
once. The physical world that everyone saw and lived in was overlaid with al of the magic worlds. The
difference between aregular person and a magician was whether or not you could see each layer.

Which waswhy those nagty little gnomish thingsin the meadow had seemed to dig their way into the
ground without actudly disturbing it; they weren't redlly digging into the ground, they weremoving
themselves out of the Plane of the "red world"& mdash;which the alchemy book cdled "Middle Earth,"
and into one of the lower Planes, probably the Dark Earth Plane, where she couldn't see them anymore.
And the Salamanders couldn't follow, both because they weren't creatures of Earth and because they
weren't creatures of the Dark Ways. Every Sphere had a corresponding Dark Side, and asa Light Path
magician, you didn't want to go there, unless you absolutely had to. Not because you could get hurt, but
because you could get seduced and corrupted unless you were very, very careful. Y ou couldn't go there,
if youwereal.ight Path Elementd.

She could have, if she had known how to get her imagination to move her avarenessinto the Plane of
Earth, because humans were uniquely able to move among al the Planes. But she wouldn't have been
comfortable there, because it wasn't her Element, either.

Imagination. That wasthe key. Whatever she could imagine, if she could do it well enough, and believein
it, she could see.



Intellect ruled the Middle Earth, which lay between the Spheres of the Light Path and the Spheres of the
Dark. It reflected both, though the balance shifted as affairsin the Middle Earth itsdf shifted, and asthe
balance of power between the Light Path Spheres and the Dark Path Spheres shifted.

Those who subscribed only to Intellect could never move beyond the Middle Earth. But those who
explored Imagination and Intuition found the way into the other Spheres open to them.

And once you learned the symbolic logic of those other Spheres, you knew how to manipulate your
magic, and how to counter the magic of other Elements than your own. Now, that meant that Eleanor
would have afighting chance of undoing what Alison had doneto her, even if shewasn't asstrong a
magician as Alison. It didn't take ahammer to crack anut; alittle pressure applied at the right place
would split it open. What was more, Eleanor had ashrewd hunch that Alison's spells only worked against
her on this Plane. Once she learned how to move among the Planes, she could travel them reatively
unhindered.

Once | learn to move among the Planes, once | really understand the Plane of Earth magic, | will
find the key to break her spells! She knew that; it made perfect sense. Knowledge and understanding,
not force, were going to be the keysto her shackles.

But to do that, to be able to step beyond this Middle Earth and into the rest, she would haveto do alot
of work. She had once thought that preparing for the examinations to get into Oxford was hard work.
Thiswould be ten times harder. She was going to have to go completely beyond what she had always
taken as"thetruth” into awhole new set of truths& mdash;and then believe in them. Well, no one said it
was going to be easy.

She got up and ran through her usua choresin an absentminded fashion; her hands and body did the
work, while her mind repeated some of what she thought she was beginning to understand from the
books.

It might have seemed odd, but amid dl those philosophical musing, she did not forget to wash dl those
cotton shirtwaists and linen skirts she had brought down from the attic, nor to put them up& mdash;well
out of sght of the bedroom windows& mdash;on linesin the garden to dry. It seemed very strangeto be
doing dl these intensdy common and practica things while her head was buzzing with achemica
esoterica

And as she worked, she kept remembering links to the symbology of even the most ordinary

things& mdash;as she scrubbed, shewas dso thinking. Water, is the Sohere of Emotion; although
there are emotions associated with all the Elements, they all have more strength here in Water.
Especially the nurturing ones& mdash;that's the Light Path, though, the Dark Path is the emotions
that destroy, like a flood washing everything away in its path. And Water is mutable& mdash;solid
to liquid to gas and back again, so it represents change, while unchanging Water, the Dark Path,
is stagnation. And nothing can grow without it, so it also has an aspect of growth, but too much
water can kill, so there's death. It can purify and pollute. It can fill or drown. The alchemical
creature is the Hippocampus, showing the links among Water, Air, and Earth. Water is hard to
control because it's hard to contain, not as hard as Air, though.

And then that, and awhiff of flowers, sent her into Air, the Sphere of Mercury, the Sphere of Memory.
The strongest memory-trigger thereis, is scent. More of a Sphere of Intellect than Emotion,
though Mercury is changable and volatile, more so than water. The Zephyr refreshes, the Tempest
sweeps away. Too much Air can intoxicate, too little and you die. It can cleanse, too, or destroy.
Mostly, it's too thin to support emotion, or at least, intense emotion. Memories generally come at
a distance; you can forget how you felt when you went through those incidents originally. Pride,



though; there's pride there. And that's why Mercury is the god of liars, because peoplelieto
bolster their pride and maintain their pride. And thieves, because thieves are proud of their skill.
That's the Dark Path; there's no reason why you shouldn't take pride in your work, and there's
nothing wrong with change. Hardest of the Elements to contain, but not so hard to control, since
Fire devoursit, Water ignores it, Earth deflects it& mdash;the Alchemical creature is the Phoenyx,
even though the Phoenyx is also a Fire Elemental, showing the links among Air, Water, and Fire.

Scrubbing the floor led to& mdash; Earth. Alison's Element. The Sphere of Passion& mdash;Love, on
the Path of Light, Lust on the Dark Path. Seduction, which sits on the line between the two Paths.
Not changeable, no& mdash;it takes a lot to force the Earth to change. Passion isa really useful
thing; you can't really create something that will live without it. Passion is an implacable force,
like an avalanche& mdash;once you start it, it takes a long time to stop it. Maybe that's why she
had to wait until | was in an emotional breakdown before she could bind me. The Dark Path isn't
stagnation though&mdash;it'srot or sterility. Creator and Devourer; Earth is, among others, the
Goddesses Erda and Hera, who are both prone to creation and destruction. There may be a key to
defeating Alison in that, but what isit? The Alchemical creatureis the Gryphon, showing the links
among Earth, Air, and Water, even though the Gryphon is also an Elemental of Air.

She mused over that while she cooked, then lingered over her breakfast, having come around to her own
Element at last. Fire&mdash; Sphere of Anger. Mars. The Alchemical Creature isthe Dragon,
showing the links among Air, Earth, and Fire. The Dragon of the Light is wise and ancient, the
Dragon of the Dark is almost mindless and constantly in a rage. Fire cleanses and destroys. The
Dark Path isthe Fire that only devours, | suppose, since thereisno Firethat is not in a state of
constant change. The Light Path would be the Fire that cleanses? Or maybe the Fire that serves,
instead of the uncontrolled fire that eats everything in its path. | suppose Anger can be
productive; righteous anger, but what a narrow divide between Light and Dark! Righteous anger
should lead you to Justice, which iswhy Justice is also here, but. . . but Justice is blind, and there
isno Mercy in the Sphere of Fire. Justice? Judgment is more like it. And Anger, like Fire, is hard
to control and the most apt to turn and destroy the person trying to control it. Hate& mdash;
channeled anger. How do | control my anger? Because if | don't, it will control me. . . .

Intellect and imagination, that was what it had to be. That was what it seemed to come down to.
Somehow she had to use both. No wonder Fire was supposed to be the most dangerous of the
Elementd

And the most seductive; anger was intoxicating, she knew that aready. And when anger ran out& mdash;

Another branch on the Dark Path&mdash; Despair. Oh, | know the taste of that. Despair, because
it's Self Hate; yes, that belongs herein Fire, too. Like Fire, Despair devours what sustainsit. . .
and Despair can coil you right back to Anger again, unthinking Anger, the kind that just lashes
out.

She amost wished she had never picked up that book; never read what was in those pages. Sarah'sway
had been so much smpler]

Sarah's way would never have gotten me where | need to go.

She had to become aMaster if she was going to break Alison's hold on her. She was beginning to think
that there were masters and there were M asters& mdash;those who used their magic, and those who
redly, truly understood it. And maybe Alison hadn't gotten to her Magtery by following this course,
but& mdash;



But if she hasn't, then that may be her weakness. If she's gone the simpler, most direct route to
power, it means she's left all those other paths that are still there unwatched, unguarded. It's like
having a fortress and leaving all the windows open while you carefully lock the only door.

Eleanor finished her breskfast and tidied up, her mind sill turning over dl the things she had studied. Fire
is Swords, in the Tarot deck; there's Mars again. So that's my weakness, the one she'll try to
exploit, because if there's one thing she really does understand, it's how to use someone's
weaknesses against him, and how to turn a strength into a weakness to exploit. Anger, hate, and
despair & mdash;

She stopped dead in the middle of the kitchen and clapped her hand to her mouth as a sudden revelation
hit.

She already has] She already has! The night we got the news about Father being killed! | wasin
despair, and she pounced on it!

And the more she thought about it, the more it seemed to her that Alison's spells always got stronger the
more depressed that Eleanor was. The question was, did Alison know about the alchemical philosophy,
or wasthis a case of something €lse& mdash;the smple siphoning of dark power from someone who was
generating alot of it?

The sooner she knew the answer to that question, the better off she would be.

And& mdash;Imagination and I ntellect& mdash;the answer just might be right under my nose. . . .

18

May 2, 1917
Longacre Park, Warwickshire

REGGIE HALF-WOKE SEVERAL TIMES DURING the night, responding to avague fedling of
presences in hisroom with him. Maost narcotics and soporifics actualy had the effect of taking down the
mental barriers between even ordinary folk and the Unseen, but Doctor Maya had seento it that Reggie's
prescriptions had added components to them that had the opposite effect. Or so he assumed, anyway,
since after he had started taking the drugs that she had prescribed, his deep was no longer troubled by
unwanted vigtors.

So thefeding of presence was never enough to trouble his dreams or fully wake him out of dumber. The
painkillers did their job, and he woke late in the morning of the second of May feding tiff and sore, but
not haf-crippled. He dressed without assistance, and made hisway down to breskfast with only theaid
of acane.

There was an odd addition to the usually spartan breakfast menu. Tea-cakes, split and lightly toasted, in



place of actua toast, scones, or crumpets. He eyed them with amusement; it seemed that there were il
|eftovers from the School Treat.

"Waste not, want not," he said doud, and treated them like toasted crumpets or scones. His mother,
aways an early riser, had long since had her breakfast, and was probably out with the gardener, dedling
with the inevitable damage done to the gardens by the children. There were dways accidents, and little
onestoo small to know any better who would tear up flower beds making bouquets. Fortunately the
famous roses were perfectly capable of defending themselves, the herb garden wasin awaled and
hedged space of its own that was off-limits during the school treat, and the current gardener was not
likely to thresten suicide over some torn-up plants.

After aquite satisfactory breskfast, he went to the windows of the terrace and spotted her, as he had
expected, pointing to placesin the flower beds and presumably talking over repairs with the gardener. It
wastoo far for him to hear what they were saying, but when he went outside to the balustrade, she saw
him watching and waved, and shortly theregfter joined him upon the terrace.

"Thelittleterrors]” she said fondly. "The primroses are quite decimated, and the tulips and daffodils as
well. Luckily they did not actudly tear up any bulbsthisyear, and we planned for this, a any rate. There
are more than enough plants coming aong in the greenhouse to cover the damage. In two daysno one
will know they were here."

"Hmm," he replied, giving her asideways glance. "1 seemto recdl acertain little boy who presented his
mother with aMay Day bouquet of al of the exceedingly rare double-ruffled tulips that the gardener had
been cosseting over thewinter in hopes of findly getting agood show out of them.”

"And very lovely they looked in avase on my desk, too," she chuckled. "Furthermore, despite al
predictionsto the contrary, they gave just as good ashow the next spring. And the times being what they
are, | would rather have happy children than a perfect garden.”

"Youreatrump, Mater," he said warmly, bending down to kiss her cheek.

"I have my moments," she agreed. "Oh! Y our aunt is definitely coming, and | must say, | amglad of it.
The Brigadier offered to bring her in his motorcar, so they'll be arriving together.”

"Good! And we ought to start having small parties with some of our neighbors, too," he said, even though
that was redlly the last thing he wanted. He was going to enjoy having the Brigadier here, and his aunt
would be good company for his mother, but& mdash;

But the truth was, he would have been agreat dedl happier with no more than that. Aunt has an instinct
for when | want to be | eft alone, and the Brigadier does a good job of keeping himself to himself.
But some of the neighbors. . . .

Neverthdess, he could seefor himsaf how much more animated his mother was. She needed the
company, evenif hedidn't want it. It was about time she started to live again.

"Well, well see what your aunt suggests,” was dl his mother said& mdash; but he knew therewould at
least be some dinners, and some card-parties, and very probably things would start Smmering and break
out in tea dances and garden parties, and tennis parties, and possibly even& mdash,

He resolved not to think about it until it happened, but he knew what his mother was thinking when she
said, dtogether too casudly, "1 must say | was pleasantly surprised by the strength of your gramophone.
It quite takes the place of musicians, doesn't it?"



May 2, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

It was the second of May, and Eleanor was ill alone in the house. She could hardly believe her good
fortune. Whatever was keeping her ssepmother and stepsisters away, Eleanor hoped it was vastly
entertaining. The longer they stayed away, the better.

Now, sincethe entire party had gone off by motorcar, Eleanor knew that she would not be seeing them
until evening at the earliest if they even returned today at dl. Alison preferred to rise aslate as possible
and travel in aleisurely manner. So this meant that today, at least, she should have the whole of theday in
freedom.

Or at leadt, relative freedom. More freedom than she'd had for three years. . . .

In that moment, she felt ashadow of depression fal over her. Freedom! She wasn't free. To use that
word, even to hersdf, was to mock her own condition. She could only leave the house for an hour or
two at most. She couldn't talk to anyone and be believed. What food she ate that wasn't stolen was scant
and poor. Her clothing was the rags of what she'd owned three years ago. She labored asamenia from
dawn to dusk, unpaid, no better than adave. Any tiny crumb of pleasure she got could be snatched
away a any time. Such freedom! When her ssepmother was in the house, she couldn't leaveit. Only one
person besides the village witch recognized who sheredly was, and she couldn't tell him the truth,
because her very words were hedged about and compelled by spells.

Freedom . . . scullery maids had more freedom than she did.
Shefelt her eyes stinging, and tifled a sob.
What's the use? I'm a prisoner no matter what happens.

But shefét rebdlion againgt that despair stirring ingde her after amoment. And she scrubbed the
incipient tears away with the back of her hand, fiercely. All right. She was a prisoner now& mdash;but
less of one than she had been afew months ago. Alison was no longer the only one with magic at her
command; her compulsions and spells were weakening under the steady pressure of what Eleanor was
learning to master. And there was the promise of freedom in her mother's workbook. One day, Eleanor
would be aMagter of Fire.

Shewould hold to that hope, and that promise. Hope& mdash;so much could be endured so long as
there was hope.

| will work! she pledged hersdlf, fiercdly. | will become a Master of Fire! And then | will take back
my freedom. Nothing else matters. Even if | have to make my way as a servant because no one
will believe what happened, | will have that]

And meanwhile& mdash;meanwhilelife would go on. She would stedl what pleasure she could. She
would win whatever scraps she could. She would learn by day and hide her growing power under the
mask of the meek and frightened girl that Alison expected to see.

And she might aswell use Alison's absence to remake some of those skirts and shirtwaists, for instance.
Or one s, at any rate. A smple, unadorned skirt and an atered blouse should not be beyond her



sawing ability.

Initsway, that was rebellion too. Maybe no one would notice, but she would be lessragged, less
beggarly, and have regained just alittle more dignity, if only in her own mind. It was hard to fed anything
but avictim when dl you had was patched and threadbare clothing not even astreet urchin would want.
She would gain back alittle of her own pride, in spite of Alison.

The thought was the parent to the deed; after aslittle cleaning of the house as she could get away with to
satisfy Alison's spdlls, she attacked the now dry and clean skirts and blouses with scissors and needle.
Shedid dl her cutting-out at once, because she might not get another chance, took the scraps and put
them in the rag-bag to hide them, then laid the pieces avay under her bed& mdash;al but the makings for
one new skirt and shintwaist.

She had been an indifferent seamstress before Alison arrived; why should she be any good &t it, when
shed never had to so much asturn up ahem in her life? But she'd been forced to learn, mostly by
observing the maids, for Alison had no intention of parting with asingle penny to keep Eleanor
clothed& mdash;and of course, once dl of the maids were gone, Eleanor added the task of mending her
sepssters clothing to the rest of her chores.

By then, she had learned on her own garments, asthey grew shabbier with each day. Hems came down,
seams ripped, and when one did al the rough work of the house, sooner or later things got torn. All of
her current clothing dated from 1914 and before. Mogt of it was|ooking like something even agypsy
would be ashamed of, and the best of it was shabby.

Well, ther€e's one blessing, she thought, as she sat out in the garden, sewing as quickly as she could.
There'snot a lot of material in a modern skin, compared to the ones | just cut up. If I'd been living
fifty years ago, this would take days.

The old linen was soft and heavy, like adamask tablecloth, and if the color had faded fromitsoriginal
indigo to asofter blue, at least it had faded evenly and the color was till pretty. And she could use the
time while her fingers worked to continue to puzzle out the cryptic things she had read in the dchemy
bookslast night.

She began by trying to puzzle them out, rationally and logicaly but as the needle wove through the heavy
linen, it became more of ameditation. Fire. . . flame. . . heat. The heat of passion ... of love and anger.
Righteous anger, carefully controlled. Anger as aweapon. Could love be aweapon?

A weapon& mdash;well, perhaps not, but armor, certainly armor! And asashield. . . .

It was hard to get past her own education, in away. Y oung ladies weren't supposed to think about
anger, or passion. Y oung ladies& mdash;

Y oung ladies weren't supposed to think about a great many things, but she had never et that stop her
before.

It was long past the time when what young ladies were "supposed” to think about was changed.

Passion. Passion was dangerous; passion overcame reason. Y es, it could, but only if you surrendered
your own will toit. That wasin the alchemy books, too. If your will was strong, and your heart listened to
your head, passion could be agreat force for good. Passion could drive a person to do more, far more,
than she thought she could. Passion became strength. . . .

She thought about the book that had held drawings of some strange cards, cards unlike the playing cards



shewas used to. The card called " Strength” was a picture of a beautiful maiden gently holding the jaws of
alion shut with asingle hand. That was passion in control of will, the heart obeying the head. Fire
yearned to blaze without control, and yet, under the gentle guidance of will, it was awilling servant. Not
tame, but tempered. . . .

The needle flashed in the sunlight, the seams grew of themselves. It was apleasure to sew out herein the
sun, and by just luncheon, she wasfinished. As she surveyed her handiwork with pleasure and alittle
pride in her accomplishment& mdash;three years ago she would haven't even have been able to sew up
the hem! & mdash;she couldn't help but wonder that if she wore these up to the meadow, would Reggie
notice?

Ah, what am | thinking? Why should he notice what | wear or don't wear?

She shook off those thoughts, changed into her new outfit with asense of making another little step back
toward that world she had been evicted from, and ate her luncheon with her nose firmly in her dchemy
books. One of the authors was very taken with amagical discipline called the Kabaa, but the moment
shetried to puzzle that out, she felt her eyes practicaly watering. If her mother had ever mastered that
schoal, therewas no sign of it in the notes she had |eft, and dl of the numbers and letters and strange
words just made Eleanor's head ache. She went back to her medievalists. The book with the drawings of
the cards attracted her profoundly; she couldn't have said why, because she wasn't interested in the
so-cdled fortune-teling abilities of the cards. No, it was more asif they could tell her something about
the powers of the Elementsin amore understandable way than that K abala book.

It was not exactly pleasure-reading. She had to reread most paragraphs severd times, and then pause
and think about what she had just read before she went on. She didn't manage to get through more than a
couple of pages at that speed. So when teatime approached, she packed up her basket with a sense of
reprieve.

Even if he's not there, she thought, as she walked bare-headed in the beautiful May sunshine, I'm
staying out for a while, aslong as| can. Who knows when I'll get outside the garden again once
Alison returns?

No one paid any more attention to her today than they did any other day, but as she made mental
comparisons between her new clothing and that of the other girls she passed, she was pleased to see that
it held up in the comparison. Of course, thiswas nothing like the nice frocks she used to

have& mdash;and as for the wardrobes of Alison and the girls& mdash;you might aswell compare a head
of cabbage to ahothouse rose.

Reggie would not be impressed, she suspected. Not unless he was seeing her in anything like the kind of
cothing thegirlsof his set wore, and that was about aslikely asbeing ableto fly. But at least she
wouldn't belooking like abeggar or agypsy.

More like a poor governess, shethought, as she reached the outskirts of the village, and sighed. But
then, it isn't asif | have any hope of& mdash; She resolutely turned her thoughts away from hopes of
any kind. She was spending time in the company of someone who wasintelligent and friendly and knew
who she was. That was enough. It had to be enough. It was al she was going to get.

And | might not get that today, she reminded herself, as she reached the border of the manor lands,
and made her way through the trees, and through grass that seemed longer today than yesterday. After
all, what am | to him? Nothing more than someone his mother isnt trying to get himto marry!

And, maybe, afriend.



| want to be hisfriend, sheredized, with an ache of longing. Surely that much isn't too much to ask
for....

And how much of afriend could someone be, who probably hadn't said more than afew hundred words
to him over the course of adecade? Oh, she could be his friend, readily enough, but why should he be
hers?

No, he probably wasn't there. He had no reason to be. She was someone pleasant and intelligent to talk
to, but he could find that in any of hisold friends from the University.

If any of themare still alive. . . .

But to her undisguised ddlight, he waswaiting for her at the usua spot, reading something, as she came
up through the last of the trees.

Helooked up with agtart as atwig broke under her foot, his head jerking wildly as he scanned the trees
for the source of the sound. He recovered quickly, and waved at her, but that first reaction made her
furrow her brow as she approached him. What on earth had caused that?

Was he seeing some of those wretched goblins?
But& mdash;no, if there were any here to see, she would be seeing them.

But his expression was affable enough as she gpproached, and as she got near to him, wading through
the calf-high grass, he flung himself down on hisknees, and looked up & her in imploring mockery.

She bit her tongue. Oh dear. Now what is he about? She was afraid he was making fun of her. But on
the other hand, it made her amile to see him doing something silly. How long had it been since hedd fdlt
easy enough to beslly?

"Oh, gentlemaid, forgive, forgive!" he cried out melodramaticaly, holding out abouquet of cowdipsand
primroses that he must have picked while waiting for her..

"Forgive what?" she demanded with agiggle, taking the bouquet. "Don't be so ridiculous, you'll get
grass-stains on the knees of your trousers!”

He clambered to hisfeet. "Forgive that | wasn't here yesterday,” he said in amore normal tone of voice.
"I completely forgot that | had obligationsto ded with yesterday. | should have remembered, and |
should havetold you."

Shefdt athrill of ddight, at hiswords& mdash;he had thought about her! & mdash;but shrugged. "Oh,

that! | wasn't here either. | heard you were giving the prizes at the school treat and | know how these

things go& mdash; it isn't just prizes, it's speeches and the Maypole and dl of that, so | knew you'd be
busy al day, and | didn't bother to come.”

"Sengblegirl!" hesaid, rdieved. "And so | was. I've brought things to makeit up. Red bottles of
lemonade, the fizzy kind, and some only dightly squashed tea-cakes, and jam. And& mdash;" he paused
sgnificantly. "Chicken sandwiches. That's the greet benefit of being thelord of the manor, you see; no
pesky officids coming around to count how many chickens you've got, and whether one's gone missing.”
He shook hishead. "And if you think | am going to fee guilty about depriving some poor FBI of atin of
chicken paste with my scandal ous and unpatriotic behavior& mdash;”

"Actudly,” shesad, "I doubt very much if you're depriving anyone of anything. Most of the villagers have
rabbit hutches and unreported hens, and | know for a fact there are unregulated pigsin the woods. No



oneisfeeding any of the contrabband animals any rationed grain; they're living off what they can scavenge,
and | suspect that's true for what went into your sandwiches."

Heregarded her thoughtfully. "1 expect that's probably true. My cook has an odd pen on whedlsfull of
birds that she moves over the vegetable garden, and I've never seen her throw any grain to them."”

"Exactly." She smiled at him. "The chickens are egting bugs, seeds, and weeds, which issaving
manpower in the garden, too. They're probably roosters, or at least, capons, which would have been
culled anyway as chicks. So no oneisbeing deprived of anything."

"Y ou salve my conscience aswell asmy easing my mind." He sat down on the old blanket he had
brought and patted it. "Come feast with me, then.”

Perfectly happy to, she sat down across from him. Truth to tell, she was rather glad that he had brought
mogt of theteathistime. Without Alison around, there wasn't much bread | eft, and she had given the old
women the last of the cakes yesterday. Her offerings were abit scanty.

"So how wasthe schoal treat?' she asked, conversationdly. "Were the children absolute demons?!

"They were rather decent, actudly,” hereplied. "That might have been because we thought of afew more
things to keep them out of trouble thisyear. Swingsin the trees, ridesin my motor, that sort of thing."

"That was rather kind of you!" she exclaimed, abit surprised that he had done any such thing with hisfast
motorcar.

He shrugged, but looked pleased. "Oh, it wasjugt to the gates and back. But they seemed to likeit.
Played the very devil with my bad leg though. | forgot how much work there would be, what with dl the
gearing changes and braking. By the end of the day& mdash;”

He broke off, alittle flushed. Embarrassed? It could be. There were those who would think that, because
he wasn't lacking an arm or an eye, he was maingering. "What?' she supplied, trying to sound casud.
"Y ou could hardly walk?'

Helooked shamefaced. "Something like. . ."

"Then | suspect it'sagood thing you found that out driving the children up and down to the gates, and not
some other way," she said, trying not to be too specific. "It does seem to me at least that your doctors
areright about taking along timeto hed "

"Wel, | think you'll be happy about one thing, anyway," he said, sounding asif he was changing the
subject. "Listening to the speeches, one of them was& mdash;well, rather better than | had any
expectation. So Mater and | decided that were going to put up ascholarship for the village boysto go to
Oxford. Father dwaysintended to, so now we shall.”

At firgt, shewasirrationally pleased. How many clever boys had she known who could have done very
well a university if only they'd been able to go? But then, she thought, All very well for the boys,
certainly, but felt atwinge of resentment thinking about the number of equally clever girlswho ended up
just like their mothers, birthing lambs and babies a nearly equd intervas. "What about girls?' she asked
aoud.

"Wha?' He stared at her asif she had said something artling.

"l said, what about girls?' she repeated, firming her chin stubbornly and daring him to look away. "Why
only boys? Don't you think girlsfrom the village ought to be ableto go if they're clever enough?*



"But& mdash;but& mdash;" Now he was redlly staring at her. "But what are they going to do witha
university education? A boy can teach& mdash;become an engineer, ascientist, adoctor, a
scholar& mdagh;"

"And agirl can't?' sheretorted, now fedling quite angry with him. "What about that lady doctor you were
awaystaking about? Why can't agirl become an engineer or ascientis?”

Helooked at her asif she had suddenly begun speaking in Urdu. "But& mdash; but& mdash;”

"l was going to go to Oxford," she reminded him. "What's more, you told me | should, and that |
shouldn't let anyone dissuade me!”

"Yes, but these arejust village girls, farmer's daughters, with no expectations” he said, then continued to
make his Situation worse with every word. "It's not asif& mdash;l mean, you're not the same class asthey
are& mdash;| mean& mdash;"

His mouth snapped shut as she flushed, as he redlized he had just said something horribly rude. She
looked down for amoment at her handmade skirt, then looked defiantly up into hiseyes, daring himto
make the comparison between the class she was supposed to be in, and the one she was apparently in
now. "Maybe they have no expectations becauise no one ever |et them think that they could,” shesaid
bitterly. "Maybe, if someone bothered to show them that they could have dreams, they might be ableto
dream them. Mightn't they? Just because they're shopkeepers girls and farmers daughters doesn't mean
they don't have minds. Some of them have very good minds. And | think it'sashameand asinthat all
they're thought good for istending babies and putting up jam.”

His eyes|ooked miserable. But she was very angry now. And she wasn't going to let him off the hook.

"Besides," she pointed out, with coldly, poisonoudy perfect logic. " Someone had better start helping
ordinary girlsto do things like becoming doctors and teachers. Because thanksto that bloody war, there
aren't going to be any doctors and teachers otherwise. And | don't see the pretty young ladies of the
proper class rushing off to university tofill thevoid! Do you? Of course not. It wouldn't be ladylike. It
wouldn't be proper.”

He made a strangled little sound in the back of histhroat, and looked away.

| shouldn't have said that, shethought. And then thought, rebellioudy, But I'm right. And I'm not
going to apologize.

"Y ou areatruly horrible young woman, you know," he said, very dowly, asif he wasweighing and
measuring each word, gill looking away from her. "Only thetruly horrible and the young would dareto
tell that much truth.”

"Only someone who doesn't have any room for illusions anymore would dareto tell that much truth,” she
corrected, asthe anger dowly faded and cooled to an emotion that was darker and bleaker than that
flare of temper. "'l can't afford illusons; they are dtogether too expensiveto maintain. There are agreat
many of usin that pogtion now."

"Yes," hereplied, turning back, dowly. "There are.”

They stared at one another, and hefindly heaved agreat sigh. "That was a very stupid thing to say,
wantit?'

"It'sthat whole game,” she said, the bitterness back, redoubled. "That whole game of class. It's not
going to work, you know! If thiswretched war isever over, it'sjust not going to work anymore, the



whole condructionisjust going to go smash!”

"Likeit did in Russa?' hereplied. And managed awan smile. "Y ou've been ligening to Mad Ross
Adhley."

"I've been reading,” sheretorted. She didn't say anything more, but she wasthinking agreat ded. | don't
know what's going to happen, but&mdash; well, just look! Even fifty years ago, you had rich
American girls with piles of new money coming over to marry a lord with a name but no
prospects, and rich tradesmen's boys getting themsel ves blue-blooded wives out of the Royal
Enclosure that were desperate to get themselves out of tumbledown Tudor manors and into a nice
London townhouse in the West End! It can't go on, can't you see that! You can't go on playing that
silly game of we and they and by now you should know it!

But shedidn't say anything. She'd dready said more than enough, actudly. If he couldn't seethisfor
himsdf& mdagh;

But he passed hishand over hiseyes, asif hishead hurt him. "It's& mdash;" He shook his head. "'l don't
know. | don't even know if we're going to see an end to this, not even with the Americans coming in.
Sometimes& mdash;" He took his hand away, and looked past her, into the distance, hisvoiceflat. "I
don't know if anything matters anymore, because dl we are ever going to seeisthat Juggernaut grinding
on and on until thereisn't anyone lft to fight... so what's the point of anything anymore? Why bother
trying to change anything, when there isn't going to be anything left to change?"

Shehit her lip. She hadn't meant to throw him into this dough of despair, and the worst of it was, she
couldn't disagree with him.

And there didn't seem to be anything she could say to make any difference. Or at least, nothing that
wasn't at least partly alie.

"I'm sorry, Reggie,” shesad, findly. "I didn't mean to& mdash;to remind you."

Helooked up, and at least he didn't try to smile. "I don't know how any of us can get through the course
of aday without being reminded,” he said, quietly. "Y ou have to belying to yoursdlf, | suppose, or
purposefully blinding yourself. Like the people who can't seem to find anything to talk about except how
hard it isto find agood servant or theimpossibility of getting agood chop. Anything except about what's
acrossthe Channd."

"But there are good things left, ill," shereplied, forcing hersdlf to rdly, and trying harder now to give him
some sense of hope. "'l can't seethat it'swrong to remember that. Pretending the bleak things don't exist
iswrong, and not trying to do something about them isworse yet, but it can't be wrong to aso remember
that thereis il joy, till alittle peace, ill thingsto laugh about, and till love." Shefelt her voice fdtering,
but forced hersdlf to carry on, hoping that she didn't sound too maudlin. "If we forget that, well lose
hope, too.”

"Ah, hope" he said, hisvoice growing alittle lighter. And he did manage asmile. "Hope, the last spirit | eft
in Pandorasjar, after shelet al the troubles and plagues of the world out.”

"And she let hopefly free, too," Eleanor said softly. "Because when al is said and done, hopeis
sometimes al that keeps us from surrendering to despair.”

He heaved agreat sigh, and nodded. "That isastrue athing as | think you have ever said," hetold her.
"Y ou're quite right, and right to remind me. No, we mustn't |lose hope; if we do that& mdash;"



Helooked off into the distance again, but thistime asif he was actually looking for something, and not to
avoid her gaze.

Perhaps& mdash; hope?

"If we do that," he repeated, quietly, asif hewastelling himself agresat truth "Weredly shdl be utterly
logt, and there will be no turning back for any of us."

She shivered. Because that had sounded atogether less like an aphorism, and far more like a prophecy.
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May 2, 1917
Broom, Warwickshire

LITTLE ELEANOR DID HER DISAPPEARING act not long after the quarrel had foundered and
crashed, leaving Reggie donein the meadow, staring glumly after her. The stupid words hed said, the
bitter ones she had responded with, sill hung in the air. Nothing was resolved, except, perhaps, she
seemed genuindy sorry she had thrown him into amenta funk, and he was genuinely sorry he hadn't
thought before he'd spoken.

In fact, in retrospect, he hadn't been at al observant. He'd been so preoccupied with hisown

thoughts& mdash;well, that was akind way of saying he'd been paying no attention to anything outside of
himself. It should have been obviousthat her circumstances were changed, drasticdly, from thelast time
he had seen her, before the war& mdash; her clothing aone should have told him that.

He gulped, as something else occurred to him. Oh, hell. I've put my foot in it, well and truly. She had
every intention, the last time he saw her, of going to Oxford, and her father had clearly had the meansto
send her. Her clothing had been good, she had mentioned tutors and specid studiesin order to passthe
entrance quaifications, so dthough al Reggie knew about her father was that he was awell-of f
manufacturer, there was certainly money to sparein their household. But her father had been an early
casudty of the war, and where had that |eft her? Had his businesses gone to pieces? So many businesses
had& mdash;either wrecked without a supervisory hand on thetiller, or collapsed because the war effort
sphoned off more and more in the way of manpower and resources until there was no way to keep
going.

So& mdash;now she was poor. Having to work for aliving& mdash;that much was obvious from her
clothing and her hands. Probably she was a maid somewherein the village or the surrounding

farms& mdash;the servant of one of those shopkeepers or farmers daughters whose intelligence and
expectations he had so maligned.

And he had babbled on about scholarships for the boys, when she, so quick, sointeligent, with al of her
dreams and expectations blighted, had sat there and let him blather fatuoudy about what he was going to



do for boys he didn't even know& mdash,

And he had thought that he was being her friend. She assuredly was his& mdash;and look how he had
treated her! Oh, very clever, Reg. Take a juicy chop and dangle it in front of someone who's been
dining on crusts, then tell her she can't have it. Hefelt sick, absolutely sick asacat. No wonder she'd
blown up at him. He could not possibly have managed anything more crud if hed set out to torture her
0on purpose.

And now, of course, he had set things up so that if he offered her a scholarship, he would look asif he
was humoring her, patronizing her. Throwing her crumbs out of misplaced pity, even though hedidn't
think she had any future other than as the wife of amenid laborer and that any education given her would
be wasted. Or worse, asif it didn't matter if he offered her a scholarship because he didn't expect her to
last out thefirgt term.

You really areaprizeidiot.

She would probably never come back here again after this. And he wouldn't blame her. Why would she
care to continue to befriend someone who treated her so shabbily?

But then, guilt turned toirritation. Hang it dl, thiswas at least her fault in parti Why hadn't she smply said
something about her current straitened circumstances? She didn't have to ask for help, but if she had just
said something about not having the money to go to Oxford, well, of course he would have jumped in
with an offer to help her out! Why did femaes have to be so confounded complicated! He wasin hearty
sympathy with Bernard Shaw's Henry Higgins. . . .

Except that he was also in hearty sympathy with Bernard Shaw's Eliza Dodlittle. Actualy, more so than
with Higgins, if it came down to cases. Guilt resurfaced. Why should she say anything about her current
gate? It wasn't asif he had any right to know& mdash;and it must be profoundly shaming to her.

Torn between guilt and exasperation, he did the only thing aman of sensewould do at such atime. He
went in search of hismotorcar and adrink.

The first was easy enough to find, asit was parked just off the road where he had |eft it. The second lay
no further away than Broom, and his haven of the Broom Pub.

By now, hewas one of the regulars, he was well aware that three years ago, he would never have been
accepted asaregular in hereif he had been coming for ten years Straight. The class differences between
himsdlf and the men who made thistheir refuge would have been too much of achasm to bridge. But the
war made more than strange bedfdlows, it made comrades of strangers sharing the same suffering, and
moreover, he had, from the beginning, tried to leave the lord of the manor at the door. So he was
welcomed for himsdlf, aswell asfor the fact he could be counted on to buy more than his share of
rounds, and in that haven of resolute masculinity, he felt his spirit soothed and his guilt eased the moment
he crossed the threshold.

Good beer was balm for the soul, and a good barman has, by convivial nature and training in histrade, as
great afund of wisdom as any counselor and often quite a bit more than most clerics. Tom Brennan was
such abarman, and his"gents' felt completely at easein unloading their woeswithin hiswalls.

It isas probable as the sun rising that when fellow sufferers meet together over drinks, before the evening
isout, one of themwill say "Women!" in that particular suffering tone that makes hisfdlow creatures
shake their heads and murmur sympatheticaly until the particular grievance emerges.

Reggie had every intention of being the sufferer that evening, but one of the others best himtoit.



Joseph Atherton's hour of discontent was made evident by his heavy footsteps as he pushed open the
door. He ordered his pint, took along draught of it, and as the rest waited and listened in expectation,
the cause of his unhappiness was revealed.

"Women!" said Farmer Joe, with unusua vehemence.
Murmurs of sympathy al around, intended to encourage more revel ation.

"I mean!™ he continued, aggrieved, "A felow's got enough to do in hisday, don't he? And when she says
that May Day isdl stuff and nonsense, and that she don't hold with sech childish farradiddle, afelow's
got aright to take her a her word, don't he? | mean! Cows need milkin', stock needsfeedin’, and there's
enough to do without muckin' about gettin' alot of slly flowers, and on the day of fair and school treet,
no less, and al them tents and kiddies to be hauled up tmanor!”

With those words, it al came clear to every man in the pub. Clearly, Mrs. Tina had been expecting to get
her May Day tribute, no matter what she had said to the contrary. Clearly, what with young Adam being
the sort to "volunteer" hisfather's services& mdash; Josgph having one of the few farm horses old enough
to have escaped being " conscripted,” but young enough to do his work& mdash; Joseph had found himsalf
dragooned unwilling into helping out on top of an aready heavy workload.

And clearly, when the aforementioned May Day tribute did not materidize, Mrs. Tinahad made her
displeasure known. Which was probably why Joe was here, and not sitting down to hisdinner.

"Unfair, that'swhat it is," replied another farmer, Albert Norman. "How's aman to guess, when they say
onething, and mean the opposite?"

"Or when they don't say anything at dl," Reggie put in, with feding. "And they expect you to somehow
under stand what's going on in their heads without any clue! And then when you blunder into some
hideous mistake, they turn on you!"

"That'safact," Joseph sighed. Albert nodded glumly.

"Dunno why they can't just say straight out what they want." A new country heard from: Michael Van, off
in the corner with Mad Ross. "1 mean! Thas logical, ain'tit? Do we go around sayin' onething and
meanin' the contrariwise?"

Reggie nodded along with the others, and signaed for another pint.

"You say toagirl," said young Albert, to no onein particular, "Y ou say, 'afeller | know waswonderin' if
you're seein’ anyonein particaer, an' she says, 'no, not in particaler,’ and you get al set to& mdash;to see
if sheld like to be seein’ anyone in particaer, and then you turns around, and whup, there sheis, at farr,
with another feller, with dl the parisht'see! Soif sheain't with 'im, then why's she actin' like she's with
im, iswhat | want to know!"

More shaking of heads. "Can't account for it,” said Michagl Van. "And you'd think, wouldn't you, if you'd
offended some 'un, they'd tell you, wouldn't you?' He gppeded to Ross. "If | said something that made
you mad, you'd say!"

"I'd say," Mad Rossreplied, with aglint in hiseye. "Or I'd punch your nose. Either way, you'd know."

"So theres no call to be mad a abody if he's said summat you didn't like, and you didn't tell him, is
there?" Michadl continued, sounded aggrieved. "And 'specidly if it was months and months ago, and you
never said, till it'stoo late for him to remember what he did say, much lesswhy you should be mad about
it!"



"That'safact,” replied Albert.
"My round, | think," Reggie said.

Reggie would have liked to air his own grievance& mdash;but with his nerves rawly sendtive, he didnt
want to put his standing in jeopardy with the other Broom regulars. Heran it over in hismind. No matter
what | say, it's going to offend someone. If | tell themwhat | told her, surely they'll think | was
being patronizing too. It's that lord of the manor business&mdash;and it wouldn't matter that not
one of them has ever given thought to his daughter doing anything other than marrying another
farmer or laborer & mdash;the moment | say anything about it, they're going to think the wor se of
me.

So ingtead, he just shook his head and murmured, "Women! There's no pleasing them.”
The others nodded sagely.

The barmaid, Jessamine Heggins, glanced sideways at young Albert with compressed lips as she passed
him, collecting glasses, delivering fresh pints. Reggie wondered if she wasthe onethat Albert was
referring to, and felt adistinct touch of annoyance at her. That wasacrud thing, stringing the poor fellow

dong!

"Well," he said looking into his glass, " Seemsto me pretty unfair of them to expect usto know things
without being told them. Seemsto meit's pretty unfair to expect usto figure things out from a couple of
hints not even King Solomon could guess at.”

"Aye," Michael grumbled, tossing back hispint.

That was about as close as he dared come to his own grievance, and eventually someone ventured an
obligue guess asto the likelihood of rabbitting comefall.

Now Reggiefdt abit more comfortable. "Y ou know," he said, thoughtfully, and with an artfully casud
manner, "My manager saysthat the rabbits are multiplying something awful thisyear. Three years now,
no one's been thinning them out with shooting. | think afew snares wouldn't come amiss.” He looked
around the pub, asif he didn't know very well that every one of these men had been poaching "his’
rabbitsfor generations. "Any of you fellows know someone that might be willing to put out some snares
in the Longacre woods? Proper rabbit snares now, not something to catch a pheasant by accident.”

Sight smiles. "Might," Ross offered.
After dl, everyone poached. Especidly now. But no one wanted to admit he knew how to.

"Now mind," Reggie went on, carefully not meeting anyone's eye, "He'd have to be careful of the season.
We wouldn't want any orphaned bunnies. Not unless there were youngsters who knew how to catch
them and raise them on goat's milk or something of the sort.”

"Orphaned beastiesisa sad thing," Michagl Van agreed. "But the kiddies do like to make pets of ‘em.
Wouldn't hurt for 'em to go looking, now and again, just to make sure. No one'd set asnare thisearly, or
at least, | misdoubt, but there's other things that make orphan bunnies. Dogs.”

"Cats," put in Albert.
"Stoats," offered Ross, who Reggie knew for afact kept ferrets. "Even badgers, can they catch "em.”
Reggie had along pull on hisbeer, hiding hissmile. That was settled, then. They knew that he would tell



his gamekeeper not to pull up proper rabbit snares, and he knew that anyone that caught adoe
out-of-season would send his children, or aneighbor'sto look for the nest. And held probably lose a
pheasant or two; some temptations were too strong to resist.

But he'd have lost a pheasant or two anyway, probably more than one or two. When you worked
vigilantly to keep someone from doing something he felt he had aright to do, he often fdt judtified in
taking alittle revenge.

Giving tacit permission, on the other hand, was likely to make them more honest.

Hed never felt very comfortable about telling people they couldn't snare rabbits on Longacre property,
anyway. After dl, what did he ever do with them except in that they kept foxesfed for the autumn hunts?
And smart foxes would stedl the caught rabbits from the snares anyway. Oh, there was some rabbit
shooting in thefdl, or there had been before the war, but most gentlemen felt that rabbits were poor
gport compared to birds. When meat was getting hard to come by, and hideoudy expensive, even with
theillicit pigsin the woods, arabbit was awe come addition to the table.

Besides, you have to wonder how many of my generation are going to be particularly interested in
shooting things for span, when all thisisover. . . .

He sighed, and signdled another round, while the talk drifted amiably to other shiftsfor keeping food on
the table. Pigeons were being considered, though with some doubt. As Ross said, "Once you get the
feathers off, hardly seemsworth thetime." With theriver so near, and plenty of free grazing at the road's
edge, geese were popular, but the problem was sorting out whose belonged to whom. Goats were not
highly regarded. Having esten goat on occasion in France, Reggie fully understood why.

Tonight there had been no bad news from across the Channd to stir up melancholy, good spring westher
here and summer coming, and the school treat and fair so fresh in everyone's mind, the conversation
sayed reatively light. "Relatively,” snce no oneredly had the heart for games of darts or shove-hapenny
inthis pub. When Reggie l€ft, it wasin an even temper, and not the same unsettled State hed arrived in.

So when, just past the last house in the village, a black mood descended on him& mdash;it made no
sense.

It came down on him like a palpable weight, and it wasn't grief. It was blesk, despairing anger. It made
him shift gears with aharsh disregard for the complaining clatter his motorcar madein protest. It made
him want to strangle his grandfather& mdash;or hang himself, just to show the old man. Or both. It made
him want to find that baggage of agirl and& mdash;

And that was where his good sense finally overpowered his mood, because the images that began to
formin hismind at the thought of Eleanor were so vicious that they shook him, shook him right out of his
mood. He looked sharply around, having even lost track of where he was, only to find that he was on the
driveway of the manor and didn't recall actualy turning in through the gates.

What iswrong with me? he thought, aghast. And, now with afrisson of fear, Am | going mad?
Because he could not imagine a sane man thinking those things that had just come into his head.

Now fedling both depressed and afraid, he parked the motor and went straight up to hisroom, not
wanting to encounter either hismother or his grandfather.

Hisvaet wasn't about, and he didn't ring for him; in this mood, he wanted to be completely
aone& mdash;was this some new phase to his shellshock? Or was this something el se dtogether, the sign



that he wastruly coming to piecesin away that would make him dangerous to those around him as well
ashimsdf?

If that were the case& mdash;

Then, hethought, grimly, as he got himsdlf ready to deep without theaid of hisvaet | had better keep
away from Eleanor. For her sake. At least until | know&mdash;

And that was hislast thought as he drifted off into afully drugged deep. & mdash; at least until 1 know.
One way or another. And if | am&mdash;l am going to have to make sure that there is nothing |
can do to harm her.

Alison and the girls did not put in an gppearance that evening, and Eleanor took hersdlf to Sarah's cottage
inamood of prickly determination. As she had hoped, Sarah had anticipated her coming, and had laid
out her mother's workbook and the few bits of paraphernalia that a Fire magician deemed necessary.

But her mind wouldn't settle, and even the Sdlamanders that now alway's appeared whenever shewas
around an open fire and either alone or with Sarah, could not be calmed. Reflecting her restlessness, they
wreathed around her like agitated ferrets, never pausing long, twining around wrists, arms and neck. They
were adistraction, and she welcomed it.

Sarah was not in much better case. She couldn't keep her mind on business either. Findly, after the third
attempt at scrying by flame, she threw up her hands.

"It'snot going to happen,” she said, with asnort of disgust. "Y our mind isn't on it, and neither ismine.
Wheat's got you dl of apother, anyway?"

"Reggie," Eleanor said, wrinkling her nose, and described the quarrdl. Even though they had madeit up,
shewas till annoyed with him. 1t was difficult not to be.

I'll try to settle my mind so | don't go to sleep on it&mdash;but how could he have been so obtuse?

"Men!" Sarah said, with adismissive contempt. "A dog's more protective, and acat will catch mice, but a
man calises more problemsthan he cures, | swear it. I'd have been angry too, in your place.”

Reductantly, Eleanor felt moved to defend him. "He did gpologize,” she admitted. "Eventudly.”

"And then heran right back to his pack at the pub, where they are dl maligning the femae race even as
we speak,” said Sarah, with just atouch of asneer. "l know; | heard his motorcar go by and stop at the
Broom. By the time he motors home, helll be fedling perfectly justified in spesking every word he said.”

Eleanor felt her temper flare again, and throttled it down. "Well, then | hope he has ahangover for his
pains" shereplied. "Why are you so out-of-sorts?’

"Something nasty isout there tonight,” Sarah said abruptly, and uneasily, casting a glance at the windows,
where the curtains were drawn tight againgt the dark. "It can't passthe bounds | put on the village, but |
can fed it pressing againgt them. Whatever it is& mdash;or they are, sincel cant tdl if it'sonething, or
severd & mdash;they're angry.”

Eleanor felt her annoyance with Reggie mdting away. "What isit?" she asked, urgently. "More of those
Earth-goblins?'



But Sarah shook her head. "No. I'd recognize those. Thisis very different. More of thisworld than the
goblinsare. No, it's something else. If | didn't know better& mdash;and cometo think of it, maybe |
don't& mdash;1'd say it was spirits. Ghosts.”

Eleanor blinked. "Ghosts?" Somehow it had never occurred to her that, long with Elemental Magic and
everything ese, ghosts might beredl, too. "But why would ghogts be trying to get into the village?!

"Now, that'swhere you have me," Sarah admitted candidly. "I don't know. Ghosts usudly don't leave the
spot where they're rooted. Sometimesiit's a place they loved, sometimesiit's one where they had
something terrible or wonderful happen to them, but mostly it'swhere they died or their bodies are
buried. It takesalot to uproot them, and agreat deal more to set them to some new task of haunting.
That'swhy | can't imagine why or how it could be spirits.”

Eleanor shivered, and cast a glance towards the windows herself. "What else could it be?"

"I don't know," Sarah replied, and shook her head. "Whatever it is, it won't disturb anyone insde the
bounds, and outside, well, you'd have to be able to see them, and most people can't." She pulled on her
lower lip with her teeth for amoment. "I'm inclined to think at the moment that it's just ablow-up |eft over
from May Eve. That's one of the four Great Holy Days when the boundaries between the spirit world
and thered world are thinned. Witches& mdash;well, we tend those doorway's on those days& mdash; | et
the ones that want just to look in on their loved-ones out, and keep the doors open so they can al go
back at daybreak. Y ou know the old song, where the lady's three sons come back to her? She called
them on May Eve& mdash;'l wish the wind would never cease, nor flashesin the flood, till my three sons
return to mein earthly flesh and blood." "