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"Areyou aweke, lady?' Dain asked.



Awake? Ceridwen thought hazily. How did one awaken into death? And who would choose not to be
awake when Desth's messenger was S0 achingly beautiful ?

She would not have expected glittering black eyes from afaerie prince, yet his eyes were darker and
brighter than anight full of the moon and stars, an onyx color to match the deek, flowing length of hair
that framed his face, streamed down his chest, and pooled on her breastsin aloose, silky confluence.
Ah, and hisface. Hiswasthe kind of strange beauty no mortal man embodied and no mortal woman
could ress. Truly, hewasamagica being.

"Sweet prince of thetylwythteg," she whispered.

Sily chit, Dain thought, to mistake him for something even haf so pure and noble asa prince of thefaerie
folk. Before he could assure her that he was not, he felt her fingerstanglein his hair and exert gentle
pressure, pulling him down.

"A kiss of peace, sweet prince?’ she asked. "To welcome meinto paradise?’

She was not very strong, yet somehow was strong enough to have her way, drawing him ever closer.
Their lips met, hers sweetly, innocently closed, expecting the blessing of asaint. He couldn't have
delivered that even if hewere pure of heart, for when his mouth touched hers, instinct usurped reason.

She tasted like awoman, every woman, al women, arich méange of flavors he couldn't begin to
absorb. They ran through him, rousing awildness he had long thought broken to hiswill...
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Author's Note

Writers doing research are a sojourning breed. We spend our days wandering through other people's
work, diligently searching when we know what we want, exploring for epiphany when we don't; dalying
for ashort time between one set of bound pages, practically setting up house in the next.

In the writing of thisnove, | incurred some rent, most notably to Gira dus Cambrensis and hisJourney
ThroughWales 1188. It was a so with great pleasurethat | discovered the work of MirceaEliade; in
particular, his book The Forge and the Crucible: the Origins and Structures of Alchemy, and an article he
wrote for Parabola, "The Myth of Alchemy.”



On ahigtorical note, during the Middle Ages the frontier betweenEngland andWa es was known asthe
March. The March lords, origindly followers of William the Conqueror, were barons whose holdings
comprised the borderlands. They were laws unto themselves, subject to the king of England , but not to
English Common Law. What they had, they kept by the power of their, swords, building castles and
warring on their nelghbors—the Wel sh—and ofttimes on each other. On the other Sde of the border, the
Welsh did the same, their disunity being their greatest flaw, with the Welsh princes asinclined to war on
each other as on the land-hungry barons. The March was an integra part of the history of Waesfor over
four hundred years, reaching its demise under the reign of Henry V111 with the act of February 1536,
statute 27 Henry V111 clause 26 (in this century referred to as the Act of Union), whose purpose wasto
incorporate Waesinto England.

One higtorical fact that | turned to fancy concernsthe Thief of Cardiff. The story istrue, though the nom
de plumeisnot. A Welshman, Ifor Bach of Senghennydd, did sted a Norman earl from his bed one night
in retaliation for the confiscation of some land. Over a hundred men-at-arms and an even greater number
of archers guarded the castle keep atCardiff while the "immensdly bold" Ifor scaled the walls and made
off with William of Gloucester. Ifor did not release the earl until the stolen estates were returned.

A number of Welsh names and words appear in the book, and | would offer two notes on
pronunciation: ¢ dways hasthe "k" sound, asin candle; dd is pronounced likethe English "th," asin
those.

On the map of Wales, Merioneth has been resurrected to an autonomous principality from an earlier
time. The River Bredd, dong with Carn Merioneth/Ba or Keep, andWydehawCastle , have been

conjured from imagination, the caverns beneath Carn Merioneth even more so. Asfor thetylwyth teg, |
cannot help but believe, so suream | that I've met afew.Amor... [ux... veritas.

GlennaMcReynolds
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Cast of Characters

Carn Merioneth

Rhiannon—Lady of Carn Merioneth from the matriarchal lineage of aMagus Druid Priestess
fromAnglesey

Ceridwen ab Arawn—daughter of Rhiannon

Mychadl ab Arawvn—son of Rhiannon, twin brother to Ceridwen

Arawn—Lord of Carn Merioneth



Nemeton—famed bard of Brittany, Beirdd Braintof the Quicken-tree, builder of theHartTower

Moriath—daughter of Nemeton

WydehawCadle

Dain Lavrans—the mage of Wydehaw

Lord Soren D'Arbois—aMarch lord, Baron of Wydehaw

Lady Vivienne D'Arbois—wife of the baron

Elixir and Numa—Dain's hounds

Ragnor the Red—captain of Wydehaw's guard

M adron—witch who livesin Wroneu Wood

Edmee—daughter of Madron

Morgan ab Kynan—Thief of Cardiff , aWelsh Prince

Morgan's band of men:



Owain—thecaptan

Rhys

Drew

Rhodri

Dafydd

Balor Keep

Caradoc—the Boar of Balor, ruler of the keep

Helebore—excommunicated priest, Balor'sleech

Snit—minion of Helebore

Gwrnach—destroyer of Carn Merioneth, father of Caradoc

Gruffudd—a guardsman & Balor

The Quicken-tree

Rhuddlan—Ieader of the Quicken-tree

The Quicken-tree;

Moira

Elen



Aedyth

Naas

Llynya

Shay

Nia

Trig—captain of the Liosdfar

TheLiodfa:

Wei

Math

Bedwyr

Others

Llyweyn—ruling Prince of Gwynedd from 1194 to 1240

Jdd a-Kamam—Saracen trader, daver

Kaut ad-Din—Saracen trader, daver

Inthe year 1190, Richard the Lionheart set forth from Europe on adivine mission, to wrest theHoly
Land from theinfidels. A vast host of Christian soldierstook the cross and followed, and failed. Some
survived, many died, and afew—either by their own wishes or forced through the will of others—
disappeared in the deserts then under the dominion of the great Sdladin.



Of those that were logt, three found their way out of the wasteland and home. One, scarred beyond
redemption, made his way north into the mountain fastness of hisfather to wreak his vengeance on strong
and weak dike. Another bound himsdf to God, family, and country as abam to hiswounded body and
heart. The last took all that he had learned of pain and mystery and bliss, of magic and medicine, of
desires and acceptance and power, and set himself up asasorcerer... the Blade.

Seven years before the Lionheart's crusade, England 's battles had been fought closer to home, in sweet
grass meadows and shdlow fens, through dense stands of the king's forests and deep in the mountains
ofWaes. The Welsh people, Cymry in their own language and warriorsin any language, took up ams
againg the invading English and one another with equa vigor. Palisades were burned, villages ransacked,
and new lords proclaimed where others had reigned.

Only three, awoman and two children, survived the battle for Carn Merioneth, a prize on the coast of
thelrish Sea. The woman, wise beyond her yearsin ancient ways—afey cresture—made her way south,
hiding the children from the destructive force unleashed on their home. For thefirst, she found sanctuary
inamonastery, and over the years helost himsdlf in alife of quiet contemplation. For the second child,
the woman chose the abbey of her own youth, knowing well the secrets hidden there and trusting the girl
to find them. The child did not fail, and in time she became the catalyst of her own destruction and the
key to her own salvation... the Chalice.
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Prologue

October 1183

Carn Merioneth

Merioneth,Wales

For the third night in arow the harp played upon the cliffs overlooking thelrish Sea, the strings caressed



to life by ddlicate, ring-bedecked fingers that wove secret melodies and set them freeto float like feathers
upon thewind. In the northern sky, asingle star fell toward the water in aglittering arc of celestia dugt,
enchanted unto desth by the sweet music.

Rhiannon, daughter of Teleri, daughter of Mair, created the enchantment. She nurtured it and cherished
it, listening to her heart, and the song, and the waves crashing into the rocks hundreds of feet below, for
every moment of enchantment was oneless of fear in the endless night of Calan Gaef.

An errant breeze caught on the headland and curved around the natura bowl where she played, tangling
through her hair and bringing the ocean mists up to the land. Flames from afire of yew, oak, and ash lit
the cavern walls behind her and flickered over the dark, sinuous lines etched into the stone by apeople
long lost to memory. Asachild sheld traced those paintings, standing on tiptoe, touching the strange,
ancient creatures, and fedling their power and beauty echo through time and her fingertips.

Dragons, her mother had called them, sea dragons, guardians of the gates of time, who lived in the deep

beyond, rolling their mighty bodiesto churn the tides and keep the moon coming back to the sun. Her
mother had seen them and had promised Rhiannon she would seethem too.Intime, intime.

And 50, in time, she had.

Thewind gusted, and Rhiannon's fingertips swept across the harp strings, plucking each in turn with
blinding speed, matching her song to the rhythms of the storm brewing far out to sea.

Inside the keep at the top of the cliff, Ceridwen awoke with agtart. She hadn't meant to fall adeep at dll
thisnight, but her mother's music had lured her into dreams without so much asthetiniest struggle on her

part.

"Damn," she whispered. "Twas her new word, "damn,” adaring choice for achild of five years.

The harp played no more outside. Its melodic tones had been replaced with the driving rhythms of a
hundred bodhran drums. The ceremony in the caves had dready started, and they were going to missit,
if they didn't hurry.

"Mychael, wake up.” Ceridwen rolled over in the bed and shook her twin. "Wake up.”

‘Twasfair dark where they dept at the end of the great hdll, till well before sunrise, though Ceridwen
fdt the differencein the air that told her the night was rising toward day. The low flames of the hearth fire
helped to cut the gloom, but she still wished the maid Moriath had left them acandle. They were going to
need light to get where she wanted to go, or risk afew stubbed toes.

"Comeon, now," she said to Mychadl. "Here's our chance, sweeting."

A muffled grumbling was dl she got for her effort, and the Sight of atouded blond head burrowing
deeper under the covers.

"Y ou deegp more than asuckling babe," she said in disgust, giving up her crooning tone and flouncing
back on the bed.

IID0 nOt_"



The reply was near usdless without accompanying movement, but she took heart. At least hewas
awake. How he continued to play dug-a-bed when the very heart of the earth was pounding benegath
them was amystery to her. Most everything Mychadl did was a mystery to her. He was quiet, she was
not. He was thoughtful, she was not. He behaved, she most definitely did not. She had no intention of
staying put al night while everyone e sein the keep ate and drank and danced in the caves.

She bent her head closeto the covers. "Like asuckling babe," she said.
Nothing happened, and she sighed.

The caves were the most wondrous part of Carn Merioneth—the labyrinthine tunnels, the still-water
poals, the pillars of stone. Thesethingslingered in her imagination long after each brief expedition into the
caverns. She and Mychadl were never alowed to go aone, and ofttimes—as on this night—they were
not included when others went. Occasiondly, their mother took them down into the caves open to the
cliffs, to the Dragon's Mouith of theLightCaves, or to the Canolbarth, the midland caves, but occasiondly
wasn't enough for Ceridwen, and neither were the upper caves. She wanted to see the deeper caverns,
the ones beyond the Canolbarth, the ones she was sure werefilled with treasures and mayhaps dragon
bones. Her mother told wonderful stories about dragons and thetylwyth teg, Welsh faerieswho livedin
the mountains and no doubt in the caves too, though her mother had not exactly said as much.

Ceridwen would dearly love to see adragon or afaerie. She could spend days exploring the tunnels,
and shewould, if Mychael would just show moreinterest in the grand adventures she devised. Instead,
he preferred to st and dream. Going without him was unthinkable. She never went anywhere without
him.

"Babe," she said, loud enough for him to hear even under dl the coverlets, and at last, she got her
reaction. The covers whipped up, reveding an angry face remarkably like her own.

"I am not ababe." He scowled at her.

Hiseyeswere bluelike ther father's, apae, slvery ocean bluethat all the women cooed over. So were
Ceridwen's, but no one cooed over her except their mother.

"Can you hear it?" she asked, too relieved that he had finaly roused himself to be piqued over his scowl.
“Ligen!”

From deep below them, the primal rhythms of the bodhrans rose and fell. The sound in the hal wasfaint,
barely discernible. Ceridwen hardly heard the rhythms hersdlf, but she fet them strongly, pulsing against
her skin and dipping insde to course along her veins. The rough-hewn timbers of the keep resonated
with the richness of the drums; the bed trembled.

"They'refinished with the dancing,” Mychad said after amoment of thoughtful silence. "'I'm suredfit.”

"Therell sill befood. Let'sgo see." She scrambled off the bed, pulling him with her. They wouldn't get
as good an opportunity asthisagain for months, maybe years, with Mother and Father and everybody
busy down in the caves, and no Moriath watching them like a hawk.

"Ceri, sop." Mychadl balked before she could get him compl ety offthe bed. "It'll be cold.”

"I'll let you wear my cloak." She gave him another pull, but he didn't budge. "The one with the white fur



and thelittle black spotsonit." She coaxed again, till to no avail.
"l don't think were'sposed to bein the caves tonight,” he said, hisface scrunched up with doulbt.

"We're never'sposed to be in the caves," she said, thoroughly exasperated with hislack of vison. "I'll get
you ahoney-pie from the kitchen. | saw where cook hid them.”

The bribe was her last resort, and she had hoped not to need it so soon in their adventure.

In the end, it took two honey-pies, her ermine cloak, and her new deer-hide boots, and a close call with
aroaming guard before they madeit to the south side of the bailey and the entrance into the caverns.
Inside the opening were two paths. One led to thelightCaves and the sea cliffs, the other snaked deep
into the bowels of the earth. Ceridwen didn't hesitate. She followed the steeper tunnel, encouraged by the
torches blazing in the iron sockets bolted to the rock walls and lured by the pulsing sound of the bodhran
drums.

She could not.

Rhiannon held the sacred cup of dragon wineto her lips, but she could not drink. All around her, the
wild folk of the mountains and meadows and caves mixed with the people from Carn Merioneth.
"Quicken-tree," thewild ones called themsdlves, lone descendants of an ancient race. She oft thought of
them astylwyth tegand knew she wasn't far from the mark, though they made no such clam themselves,
They gathered in groups aong the ledges of stone that circled the floor where the scrying pool bubbled
and steamed at her feet. Their leader, Rhuddlan, stood next to her as guide of the threefold union she and
he and the Druid would make. Acrass from her, glimpsed through the dowly swirling mist, stood
Nemeton, the grove priest himsdlf. He waited, his hands raised in supplication, his auburn hair streaked
with one stripe of gray flowing down onto his shoulders, his sSky-blue robes shrouding him to the floor,
and il she could not drink.

Nemeton was an imposing man, tall and gaunt, with eyes of arich, verdant hue, afamous bard
fromBrittany brought by hislord to the March of Wales because of his hedling powers and the high art of
his divinations. Rhiannon's mother had recognized him as even more, just as he had recognized Carn
Merioneth as being more than it seemed.

"Twas said he'd seduced and murdered his baron's wife and thus had been exiled to the north with a
price on his head, and was still sought by Welsh princes and mountain chieftains. Up until then, heéld lived
aswdl ashislord, in great comfort behind castle walls, astark contrast to the cave he was said to inhabit
on theildandofAnglesey , or the rough summer huts of willow and thatch kept for him in the mountains by
the Quicken-tree.

Four times each year Nemeton came to Carn Merioneth, welcomed by Rhiannon's mother in her time
and now by Rhiannon. One of those times was dways Calan Gaef, cursed night of faith when Rhiannon
had no faith | eft to sustain her.

There had been feasting and dancing arid music: harps, flutes, the bowed lyrecrwth, and voicesraised in
songs sung in many parts. The bodhrans had been picked up one by one to start anew song, and sowly,
the bodhran song had overcome al the others, until nothing but the sound of hands thrumming on skins
remained.



It was Rhiannon's moment to drink the dragon wine, when the drums reached their crescendo and held,
but she could not. The gold rim of the jewd-encrusted chalice was warm againgt her lips, the smell of the
winefilled her nostrils and made her near swoon, but fear stayed her hand.

She danted her gaze to Nemeton, wondering what he thought of her delay, but she detected no
impatience in the Druid. He was, seemingly, more inclined to see what was than to see what he could
make of things.

Had he redlly murdered the long-ago baron's wife? Or, as was so wont to happen, had his physick
merely gone awry? ‘Twas said crocus seeds had killed the noble woman. A more deadly plant could
hardly befound. Even with dl her own skill, Rhiannon never dedt with crocus. Did it have ataste at a
deadly dose? she wondered. Did it have acolor? A scent?

Thewine eddied as her hand trembled, lapping at her lips, but still she did not drink. For each of the past
five years, since her mother's death, she had taken her share of the dragon wine and looked into the
scrying pool to mark the eternal cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Never before had she doubted the safety
of Nemeton's potion. But never before had she been betrayed by one sheloved aslifeitself.

Her gaze fell upon her husband, Arawn.

Y ou have eyes as green as rowan leavesin high summer, she'd overheard Arawn tell Nemeton's
daughter in avoice made harsh by the passion of the kissesthey had shared. When had it been? Just
three days past?

It seemed another lifetime. She closed her eyes against awave of pain. Moriath was the grove priest's
daughter, an unpious novice expelled from the abbey a Usk. Rhiannon had welcomed the girl, given her
the charge of the children, who had grown too rambunctious for their old nurse to handle aone. She had
seen no unpiety inthe maid, only a shade of feynessthat she could well understand would arouse
suspicion and misgivingsin the Christian ladies of Usk. Did not Rhiannon's own presence do the same
when visiting clergy came to Merioneth? For though she was Chrigtian, her Chrigtianity was grounded
morein the Cdtic church than in the Cathalic, and through her mother her religion reached back farther
gtill, back to the heritage of aMagus Druid priestessfromAnglesey .

Shelooked again at the wine. Would Nemeton poison her so he could put his daughter in her place?
The priest had drunk firgt, but ‘twould be as nothing for him to perform aquick deight of hand ashe
lowered the cup from his mouth. Rhuddlan had drunk, but ‘twas said—and she believed—that there was
naught on earth that could poison a Quicken-tree.

Had Arawn thought of the dangers he might bring upon them with his daliance, or had histhoughts not
gone past his braies? Twasn't like him, and yet the girl was uncommonly beautiful in her own strange

way.

Rhiannon lifted her gaze to therest of the cave. There were others besides hersdlf to consider this night.
She could not delay forever. Thefar reaches of the great cavern werelost in darkness, beyond where the
light from dl thefires could reach, but Rhiannon knew the people were there, watching and waiting, and
feding the cold. Thetime had come.

Her gaze settled on the pool. Curling tendrils of steam floated across the top of the bubbling water, a
few ethereal strands escaping to reach upward past the darkness, to drift into every tunnel, nook, and
cranny, and wind their way to freedom in the night sky, leaving behind their essence, which would sink
down, and down, and down into the abyss, where earth, air, fire, and water became one. Twas from the



abyssthat she drew strength.

She was Rhiannon, daughter of Teleri, daughter of Mair, back to the daughter of Heledd, and farther
back to the first daughter of the Mother Goddess. She was Rhiannon, mother of Ceridwen, strong-willed
child of her heart, the one who would follow to play the harp and call the dragons from the deep beyond
in the yearsto come. She was Rhiannon, mother of Mychadl, sweet, unforetold son.

Her children were very dear, and thus her decision was made.

With practiced grace, shetipped the cup—away from her lips, letting the arc continue until al thewine
poured over the jewel-encrusted rim into the pool. She would not drink. She would not die for the gods
thisnight, nor for an unpious maid.

Her eye caught that of Nemeton, but if he had noticed her sacrilege, he gave no sign. There was naught
elseto be done, other than to wait for the scrying pool to settle, cooled by the dragon wineinto a
smooth, reflective surface. Words would be spoken and sights sought, but none would be seen on this
night of Caan Gaef, when her task was to open the doors between the worlds and look into the depths
of time. A sigh passed her lips where the wine should have gone. What was done, was done. Whatever
fate befdll her for cheating the gods with the wine, 'twould not be worse than what she'd aready endured.

The drum sound softened, making way for the chant rising up from Nemeton. The priet's voice was
joined by others, lifting and faling in ahypnotic rhythm of sameness, lulling Rhiannon's mind into aquiet
place. She softened her gaze upon the pool and alowed her thoughts to wander fregly over the subsiding
ripples and remaining traces of steam. She expected nothing, looked for nothing, and so was surprised by
the streak of ruddy light that raced across the water. Another came on the hedls of thefirst, gray and
green, bright and twigting like the flick of afishtall. By the time she saw the third, a smile played about her
mouth. The dragons were coming.

Beautiful they were, the fleet rods of lights. She had not called them, yet the connection between her and
the dragons was strong. Mayhaps they'd felt her need. As she watched, the colors came together, rolled
over on one another, and broke apart into twice as many pieces. They moved so fast, darting here and
there, joining again and bresking apart, doubling once more, over and over, until the whole pool glowed
and pulsed with their movements.

"No." The one word was spoken into the slence asif it were death itself.
She glanced up at the unexpected sound, her smilefading.

Acrossfrom her, Nemeton breathed the word again, his countenance unutterably grim as he stared into
the pool. "No."

Rhiannon jerked her gaze back to where steam was again rising off the water and caught afina glimpse
of what he'd seen in the seconds held held her attention.

The dragons themsalves, coming in from the degp beyond, on a course that would take them to their
nest.

One was ruby-colored, Ddrel Goch, its huge, scaly body coiling in upon itself, awash in seawater; the
other was pale green, Ddrel Glas, riding the seafoam. And ahead of them on the cliffsof Carn
Merioneth, an alied war band of Welsh and English soldiers advanced upon the keep in the faint light of
dawn, awar chant filling the air around them.



She cried out, acry to arms. People close to the pool reacted quickly, and none quicker than Arawn,
whose shouted orders echoed off the cavern walls and sent men running for the passageways leading out
of the caves.

"Yerlog."
llAm rntlll
"Yes, you are, Ceri. Yer lost and metoo.”

Ceridwen shook her head in denia even as she squeezed her lips together to keep them from trembling.
It was awful. They werelost. Everything looked the same no matter which way she went. The gonewalls
wered | dark and cold; every path was an endless tunndl into nothingness.

She had made a horrible mistake wanting to come to the Canolbarth alone. There were no dragon
bones, no faeries, and no treasure. There was nobody and nothing but dark and more dark, and clammy
wetness, and smellsshedidn't like.

"l want Mama." Mychael sniffled, and £ hiccup followed.

"Hush." She wanted Mamatoo, probably more than he did. Why didn't anyone come? They'd been
gonefor avery long time. Someone must be looking for them, and they wereright there, sanding in the
middle of thetunnel in plain Sght. The drums had stopped, the festival was over. Where was everybody?

The bright torches they'd followed from the cave entrance had given way to smal oil lamps. Shedidn't
know when the change had happened, or why, or where. She'd just looked up once and noticed there
wasn't as much light as there had been. When they'd tried to follow the lamps back, they'd ended up
someplace different, someplace wetter and darker than the other tunnels.

Where they were now, water ran down the wallsin trickling streamsto puddle on the floor. Her shoes
were soaked, and she was freezing. Mychael shivered a her side, asad sight in her wet and dirty cloak
and ruined deer-hide boots.

"I'mtired, Ceri, and hungry, and yer going to be in trouble when we get home. Do you have another
honey-pie? Or some cheese?”’

Shelistened to him babble on with al his hundreds of complaints and thrests. They were aready in
trouble, but she didn't tell him. He was scared enough. So was she.

"I'm thirsty, and if'n were not in bed when ‘Riath comesto get us, well be in trouble with her too."
Anather hiccup punctuated his mournful tirade.

Ceridwen sighed, her gaze searching thewalls for what she didn't know. Moriath could be aterrible
scold, but she would rather be scolded to Y nys Enlli, aholy idand of saints, and back again rather than
spend another moment in the caves.

" 'Riath," Mychael suddenly called out, and Ceridwen whirled on him, ready to tel him to hush again,
only to find him running off into atunnd.



"Mychad!" A new wave of fear struck her as he rounded a curve and disappeared into the nothingness.
"Mychad, you little bugger! Come back herel”

She chased after him, legs pumping, skirtsflying. Aye, and when she caught him, she was going to
wallop him agood one. Little as he was, though, he was able to stay ahead of her, splashing through the
puddles, always afew stepstoo far away for her to catch. She got astitch in her side and swore. She
hadn't thought things could get any worse. Damn Mychadl for proving her wrong.

Sheydled a him, and he kept yelling for Moriath. The sounds of their voices crossed over each other in
the maze of passageway's and ricocheted back, then were swallowed up whole by the sheer density of
the rock surrounding them. Twice more she logt Sight of him, and each time spurred her on to more

Speed.

When next she saw him, she made one lagt effort, hiking up her skirts and running pell-mell. Shereached
out, and her fingers brushed against the cloak. She stretched them farther, grasping on to the cloth and fur
before giving him ajerk.

"Mychadl," she warned when he tried to squirm away, her voice no less angry for being bresthless. Then
he was down, and she was on top of him, making a pile of arms and legs. She would have punched him,
if she'd had the strength. She did not.

They lay, still and winded, getting soaked everywhere they touched the ground.

"Ceri, look," Mychad said before she could catch her bresth enough to light into him. He was pointing at
aplace on the wal above one of the ail lamps. Marks were etched into the stone, showing white against
the rock, and an arrow pointed into the heavier darkness of arough shaft.

Ceridwen recognized some of the white lines as | etters, and she knew |etters made words, but that was
the extent of her knowledge. There were straight lines and curved lines, and linesthat crossed each other.
On either side of the letters were symbol s she recogni zed from aring her mother wore.

Fighting the weight of her sodden skirts, she struggled to her feet and reached up to touch the marks.
PRYF. Twasasmdl word. She traced over it with her fingertips, wondering what it meant, wondering if
the arrow pointed the way out or deeper into the caverns.

"Comeon." Mychad pushed her, coming to hisfeet besde her. "Let'sgo. 'Riathisin there. | saw her,
and she can take us home."

Ceridwen gave the shaft awary look. "Twas narrower than the others and not as smooth. It did not look
like the way home.

"l didn't see her.”
"l did. Come on." He pulled thistime, wrapping hisfingersin her cloak.

She baked, holding her ground. The smell was stronger than it had been before, emanating from the
shaft, sweet, and earthy, and warm. Rich.

"No," shesad. "I'm not going in there" "Now whao's acting like a suckling babe?' Mychael asked,
indignant.



She would have defended hersdlf from his accusation, given time, but time ran out. A draft of wind
swirled up from the shaft with a keening sound, extinguishing the oil lamps one by onein quick
succession, leaving them in total darkness.

"Damn, damn, damn, damn.” Ceridwen swore for every lamp they logt, grabbing Mychael and backing
into thewall. Her eyes searched in vain to see anything other than black emptiness. " Damn, damn, damn.”

"Yer goin'to beintrouble. Yer goin' to beintrouble,” Mychae taunted between gasping cries of fear,
trying to climb on top of her and hide ingde her cloak at the sametime.

She pressed them closer to the wall, two small bodies huddled together as the warm breath of the earth
poured over them. Then, as suddenly asthewind had come, it retreated, and the glowing light of atorch
bounced and weaved an erratic path out of the darknessto her right. The sound of stumbling footsteps
came with the light, and soon, hard breathing and crying.

Agony wasin thevoice, despair in the great gulping sobs. It was awoman. The pitch was unmistakable.

" 'Riath,"” Mychagl whispered, and Ceridwen believed. No matter that he'd found her behind them rather
than in front of them; he'd found her.

That it truly was Moriath became gpparent the closer she got. Her pretty reddish hair wasfalen from its
crown of braids and was al mussed. Tears streaked her face, and her bloodstained clothes were haf
torn from her body.

When she looked up and saw them, she fdll to her kneeswith acry of shock, thetorch rolling out of her
hands. Mychael reached her first and threw himsdf into her arms, with Ceridwen less than a hairbreadth
behind.

The maid held them so tightly they could hardly breathe, dampening the last dry places on them with her
tears. Ceridwen took what comfort could be eked out of such a pitiful, but nonethel ess heartily
welcomed rescue, before alowing her curiosity to get the better of her.

"Did you fdl?' she asked, reaching out to smooth Moriath's braid whereit fell over her bared shoulder.
The maid was dirty and scratched something awful, and Cer-idwen thought she must havefdlen al the
way from the top of the cave. She gave the loose braid another gentle pat. Poor Moriath.

The maid didn't answer at first, but wiped her eyes with her torn deeve, which did no good atall,
because her tears kept falling. When it was obvious no progress would be made on that front, she took
up the torch and rose to her feet with unnatural awkwardness.

"Come, children, hurry. We must be awvay."

"Away where, 'Riath?' Mychadl asked, lifting his head from where he stood buried in her skirts, hisarms
wrapped around her legs.

"To the mountains, and when the snows come, we will go south. Twill be an adventure.”
Something was wrong, Ceridwen thought. Moriath was not oneto cling and cry. Nor was she oneto fal

down and get dirty and tear her clothes. Moriath always looked nice. Her eyes were the prettiest green.
Ceridwen had never seen them all red and puffy before.



"Y ou like adventures, don't you, Ceri?' the maid said, caressing her cheek with atrembling hand. A
watery smile graced her mouth. "No doubt 'tis how you cameto be in the caves. Y our instincts are good,
little one, even when they are misguided.”

"My 'stincts?" Ceridwen repeated, confused. Nothing was making sense.
Mychael laughed and pointed hisfinger a her. "No, slly Ceri. 'Riath said you stink."

"Did not." She hit his hand away, then looked to Moriath for reassurance. The woman was not paying
them any attention. She had the torch lifted high and was staring down into the winding shaft. She stood
very il for along time, asif unsure of what she should do next, until Ceridwen grew uneasy and
Mychadl pulled at her skirts.

"Aye. We must go," she said softly, then turned the torch on the white marks etched into the stone. She
dragged the fire across the strange word, obscuring it with alayer of smoke and soot, making it
indigtinguishable from the rest of thewall.

Ceridwen watched asthe letters and symbol s disappeared, turning from gray to black and melting back
into the stone, and she wondered what Moriath was hiding, and from whom.

From the shaft to fresh air and freedom was not overly far for one who knew the way through the maze
of tunnels. Moriath had said no more in the caverns, only sometimes burst into afit of sobbing and tears
that she eventudly controlled, until the next fit hit. Ceridwen thought the whole adventure one big,
miserable disaster, and she didn't understand why they couldn't just go back to their bed, or at least the
keep. She didn't want to go to the mountains. She was tired and hungry, and she wanted to go home.
Shewanted her mother.

A bramble thicket covered the cave entrance when they reached it, one more unpleasantness to add to
her day. They fought their way through the thicket, getting pricked and stabbed, except for Mychad. He
was safein Moriath'sarms, his cheek resting on her shoulder, his soft snores making Ceridwen's
exhaustion nearly unbearable.

"Damn," she said under her breeth. A bramble thorn caught in her gown, ripping the cloth, and she
sworeagan. "Damn.”

"Child," Moriath said, stopping on asmall risejust past the thicket and reaching ahand back. For an
instant Ceridwen thought she was going to be reprimanded for her language, maybe even boxed on the
ears.

That was when she heard it, the distant clang of metal on metal and the popping and hissing of agresat
fire. She pushed forward and came to a sudden, horrified stop by the maid. Her heart started beating
furioudy. A flush of fear washed down her body.

Below them, Carn Merioneth was burning, its paisades, the keep, and dl the life within being devoured
by flamesand war cries.
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Chapter 1
March 1198
Wydehaw Cadlle,

South Wales

"Jesu. Sweet Mary." The groom, Noll, crossed himself as he cowered in the darkness at the bottom of
the tower stairs. HE'd gotten through the bailey under the power of fear done, but hislegs would take
him no farther. Rain-dickened stone supported his back. Nothing would support his knees—not muscle,
nor snew, nor bone, nor hisfaithinthe Virgin, Holy Mother of God.

Hislord had said to fetch the sorcerer, but hislord had asked for too much. Noll tilted his head back
and stared up at the malevolent shadows of darkness that deepened with each curved step into the
tower. Rain ran in rivulets down his hair to hisface, obscuring hisvision and adding to the torment of the
godforsaken night.

Therel Where the gray stone changed to black! Wasit atrick of the light, that bare flicker of movement
and scratch of life? Or wasit the sorcerer, Dain Lavrans, conjuring up demons out of the mists of fog and
sending them down the stairsto greet him?

Noll's heart stopped in amoment of terror, then his blood ran cold and fast on atrack of purefear. He
could take no more and turned to run,orto crawl on trembling knees, if need be, back to the great hall
where only minutes before held had the pleasure of pinching acomey maid with sprigs of lavender tied in
her hair.

He paused in mid-retreet, the light from hislantern looming and diminishing with each gust of wind that
swirled through the open arch leading to the barbican.

The baron would have him beaten if he failed, and what of the comely maid then, when he lay bloody
and bruised in aheap by the hearth, nothing but meat for the dogs? What man would press hisfaceinto
her fragrant bosom then?

Hugh, no doubt, the cur, astable boy with no idea of the refinements needed to lay akitchen wench.
The maid deserved better, and hadn't she smiled at Noll? A mite toothlessy, to be sure, but asmile
nonetheless, and what man needed teeth in awoman when her bosom was soft and ripe like peachesin
late summer?

Noll glanced again & the tower stairs running up into darkness, hisfear and trembling growing to
courage under the impetus of lust. Hislord had said fetch, and no serf who vaued hislife would disobey
abaron of the March, one of the land-hungry Norman fregbooters who had seized territory inWales and
held it "by the power of their swords and by fortune.”

With hisback to the outsde wall, Noll dunk up the spirding stairs of theHartTower , using hisfegt, his
knees, and the one hand not holding the lantern to guide himsdlf. A fainter shade of gloom and wet gusts



of air denoted each arrowloop he passed. Halfway up the first full turn, the chiseled steps turned from
gray to black. Noll crossed himsdlf again and thought of buxom pleasures, the scent of lavender, and the
sweetness of peaches. A quarter turn farther, astep shone creamily white in the lamplight. The next was
black, and the one after it white, full warning that he was entering the sorcerer's domain.

"Sweet Mary." The prayer hissed from between his chattering teeth as an oak door set into Druid stone
and banded with iron cameinto view. A gargoyle of the most hideous countenance barred the way,
leering at him from the centermost plank with a bronze knocker hanging from itsfangs. Rock crystal eyes
glowed in theflickering lantern light, first blue, then gold and green.

Gods! Was nothing what it seemed in this corner of the keep?

Noll lifted his hand to grasp the knocker, and as he did, the hair rose dl dong his body, each tiny strand
standing up to tremble done. He knew it was the sorcerer's power, and the moment his flesh touched
metal, agreat crack of lightning rent the air with ablaze of white fire and aconcussion of thunder.

Noll sucked in aparayzing last breath, clutched the knocker with a spastic grip, and fainted dead away .

Insde the tower, the resulting clang of bronze striking bronze reverberated like apale echo of the
lightning strike. Dain Lavransturned at the sound, hisfingers curling around the large chunk of cinnabar
he held in his hand, afortune in vermilion for scriptorium monks, and a source of mercury for those
who—like himsalf—dabbled in adifferent faith.

Behind him, deet and rain beat on aglazed window. The lightning had struck close, probably the
ramparts and, if what he felt wastrue, one of the metal-headed minions patrolling there, seding his helmet
to hisskull. The baron would cdl for him, asif he could unfry brains roasted in such amanner.

His upper lip curled in sullen humor. They expected too much, these Norman Marchers, from their
Danish sorcerer.

He put the cinnabar on a high shdlf, then crossed the chamber to answer the first summons of the
evening, lifting the cowl of hiscloak over his head to concedl hisface with shadows. The clasp he
adjusted to bring the cloak over hisworn leather gambeson was his by right of plunder, a
garnet-encrusted Celtic scroll with a cabochon of amber on either side. Deer-hide boots covered his feet
and were laced to hiskneeswith strips of leather.

Tonight he did not look like hisNorman lord with silk hose, samite tunic, and ermine-trimmed mantle.
Tonight Dain was a hunter—and he was not pleased to have his hunt delayed by somefool'sfolly.

He pulled on the door, and when it did not open, bared histeeth and pulled again. The night was proving
to be full of more than the norma discord and dissent of WydehawCasdtle.

Sowly, the banded door sivung open, dragging the wretched summoner in itswake. The man'sbony fist
was frozen around the knocker, while his body hung like awet rag to the floor. His other hand ill held a
lantern, which threatened to spill flameinto the rushes.

Cursing, Dain picked up the lantern and stomped on the cinders and the smoldering edge of the groom's
tunic, an act designed more to save his chambers than the man'slife. The Baron of Wydehaw valued not
his servants. This man would not be missed, though it was gpparent nothing short of Lord Soren
D'Arboiss own command would have brought this weak-boweled knave to the sorcerer's door.



Dain ground the last ember into dust. He wouldn't be thanked, and in truth, he'd done the man no favor,
for he was leaving the clod where he hung on the door, abold warning to any otherswho might think to
disturb Wydehaw's mage. By midnight every castle cretin would know the story of how Dain Lavrans
had frozen Noll the groom to the gargoyl€'s fangs, and how the magician's powers had flowed through
Noll's body and singed his clothes. By morn, the whole village would know. The knowledge would seep
into the forest, dide through the trees, into grottoes and glens, aerting every outlaw and saint of the black
heart that lived within the keep'stower.

The thought brought awry smileto Dain's mouth. His reputation was hard-won and most decidedly well
deserved, though hewould be the firgt to admit his debt to his predecessor in the tower. The magical
deeds of Nemeton, aBrittany bard, were still whispered with awe and fear in the demesne. The most
tangible proof of the man's high standing in histime was the existence of the tower itsdf, withits
parti-colored stairs, three tiers of rooms, and the near magical workings of what the castle populace
cdled the"Druid Door."

For many years, Dain had given no more credence to one religion than another and little enough to any,
especidly the dead and ancient oneslike Druidry. Still, hedd found much of interest behind the Druid
Door and in the surrounding forest of Wroneu, enough to keep him at Wydehaw when it should have
been no more than anight's stay on ajourney much farther north.

"Erlend," he called to the servant hiding somewhere in the chaos of the workroom.

"Aye." A wizened old man stuck his head out from behind a heavy damask curtain drawn acrossa
crescent of the chamber. Smoke followed him in ahalo around his sparsaly haired head.

Service to the sorcerer was considered a sentence akin to death by most, but old Erlend seemed to have
snned apurpose to land himsdlf in the comforts of theHartTower . HeEd once told Dain that at three score
and two he had nothing left to fear from God, the Devil, or anyone in between.

Dain had only smiled.

"Weatch the brazier and don't drink from the marked cask.” Dain issued the ordersin the tone of
someone accustomed to being obeyed.

"Aye" Erlend answered in the manner of someone growing unaccustomed to obeying.

Dain arched adark eyebrow, awarning better understood than ignored.

Erlend squinted through the gloom. "Poison, isit?"

Dain held the man's gaze a second longer, then turned and stepped over Noll'slimp body. A hand
gesture brought two deek hounds loping out of the shadows of the chamber to join him. The old man
would make of the evening what he would.

The greet hdl of WydehawCastle wasfilled to bursting with the feigned shrieks of maids and the roars
and laughter of men-at-armswell into their cups. Chaos ruled the servants below the sdlt, scattering them
thisway and that, their hands gripping leather jacks and trenchers, their feet nimbly dodging disaster and
the dogs.

Most of the assemblage had forgotten about the prisoner chained to the wall to the left of the dais, but
not the red-haired knight. From benesth the vell of her lashes, Ceridwen ab Arawn watched his gaze



rake her body, the intengity of hisattention like that of afera cat staking prey, waiting for theright
moment to reach out with an unsheathed claw and snag amorsd for its mouith.

She shivered, the sensation racking her from her head to her toes and awakening her pains. Never had
shefdt such anicy chill so deeply in her bones, yet if she could die from the cold this night, she would
count herself blessed.

The knight shifted on the bench, a veritable mountain of iron-studded |eather and concedled blades. A
fresh infusion of panic quickened her dready ragged breathing. Panting, her chest hurting, she fixed her
gaze on the floor, seeing naught beyond the clay tiles flanking the hearth. Red-hot embers snapped and
popped out of thefire, rolling onto the chased floor, and dowly it dawned on her that the designs etched
into the squares of fired clay were of animas copulating.

Revulson and nausea churned to lifein her belly. One corpulent boar, beady-eyed and barrel-chested,
leered at her in aperfect parody of the knight; and, even worse, in afrighteningly accurate depiction of
the vile bridegroom she had desperately tried to escape. The abbess at Usk had oft warned her she
would come to no good, but the lady could not have foreseen such a despicable end.

Ceridwen turned her face into the weak comfort of her shoulder, closing her eyes and praying the giant
wouldn' rise. The sound of wood scraping on stone and the accompanying grunt of agreat weight lifting
dashed her last feeble hope, and awave of despair flooded through her body. He was coming for her.

Rape was the least she expected and more than she thought she could endure, especidly at the hands of
the red-haired knight. He had been the one to capture her in the forest. Through the scent of her own
swest and blood, she could still detect traces of the stench held Ieft upon her clothes. She remembered
the hotness of his breath upon her neck, the cruelty of his mouth when held marked her with his
teeth—Ileaving a double crescent of bloody, bruised wounds on the shoulder held bared by tearing the
deeve of her gown and part of her chemise.

Her legs had given way hours ago, leaving her to hang from theiron cresset like asacrificid lamb, but
sheforced hersdlf to regain her footing for one last fight. Pain shot through her limbs and nearly put her to
the floor again. The brute had wrenched her ankle past the breaking point when sheld tried to escape him
at theriver. HEd near drowned her in the turgid gray waters of the LIynfi, but her damned luck hadn't
hdd.

She grasped her chains with both hands and balanced on her good foot. Her nose was bloody from his
fist. More blood ran down the side of her face from her temple. Her ribs ached from where held crushed
her to him with hismailed arm on their mad ride to the castle.

He drew closer, and tears she'd been too frightened to let fall before now welled in her eyesand spilled
onto her cheeks. She had failed to save hersdlf, failed to reach her brother, Mychael, and the sanctuary
of Strata Florida Monastery. All waslost. There was no going back, and aquick death was too much to
hope for within the debauched halls sheldd been brought to.

A dog snapped at the knight as he passed and received a swift, vicious kick to its flanks. Whimpering,
the animal dunk away. Another cur snarled awarning over aprize bone, but stayed well out of foot
range. The maneuver did him no good, for the knight sidestepped quickly and landed ablow with his
boot. The meaty haunch fell to the floor and the rest of the pack descended on the bone, snapping and
growling into atumble at her fedt.

With astrangled cry, Ceridwen drew back toward thewall. Jesu! If the knight didn't tear her to shreds,



the hounds surely would.

An daunt, looking more wolf than dog, rushed forward and claimed the haunch with a blood-chilling
growl, standing its ground not a hand's span from her, hackles rising. Ceridwen pressed herself closer to
the cold stone to no avail. The hunger-crazed mongrels circled, bringing her within the lines of baitle. A
raucous cheer rose from the lower tables at some fool's antics—and the red knight kept coming, plowing
away through the cordon of teeth and mange.

All wastruly lost, and in her heart she surrendered. Her knees buckled, alowing her to sink to the floor
and pray for death among the dogs.

"Sdvator mundi," she whispered, her eyes closing. " Salvanos omnes. Kyrie, eeison; Chrigte, eleison;
Chrigte, deison—"

A sudden hush in the hall stole the supplication from her lips. She opened her eyes and peered through
the tangled length of her hair. The knight halted in the strange Silence, his eyebrows drawing together in
momentary confusion. An undercurrent of anticipation—or was it gpprehenson?—snaked through the
cavernous chamber, touching servants and diners dike. Scattered laughter was quickly quelled, cdlsfor
more deignored. The dogs tensed and grew still, then one by one padded away with their heads
lowered, their tails tucked between their legs, making for hiding places under the tables.

Ceridwen watched the red giant's confusion change to unease as he dowly turned toward the great oak
doorsat his back. Within the space of abreath his complexion grew waxen, and when shefollowed his
gaze shefdt the blood drain from her own face.

Two huge hounds stood on the threshold, one so black its coat glistened bluein the torchlight, the other
so whiteit hurt her eyesto look upon its deek hide. She shifted her attention to the space between the
beasts, drawn by the merest hint of movement in the shadows, the briefest glint of eye and whisper of
sound.

A new sense of dread, above and beyond the fear that had weakened her knees, filled her and brought
panic in its wake. Though she trembled with the cold, swegt broke out on her brow. With a certainty that
pierced her heart, she knew that whatever lurked in the gloom was the true terror of this place, a danger
more lethd than the knight. Latent, prima ingtincts rushed to the fore, overriding her heart's surrender.
She stumbled to her one good foot and jerked at the chains leashing her to the wall. They rattled and
clanged with the force of her desperation, but they held. Shejerked again, her hysteria mounting—until
the shadows parted.

A hooded figure disengaged itself from the darkness with the ease of an eclipsed dawn rising from the
night. The shape within the black folds of cowl and cloak lifted along, graceful hand in afluid gesture,
and the hounds |oped forward, clearing apath for their master.

At that moment even hysteria seemed too pallid aname to put to the strange mix of terror and

fascinaionrisngin her.

Chapter 2




From within the concealing depths of his hood, Dain surveyed the people in the crowded hall. He knew
many by name, though few dared to call him by his. The baron, Lord Soren D'Arbois, was one, and also
hislovely whore-wife, thelady Vivienne.

Ragnor the Red was there, looking both fierce and frightened, a combination Dain knew only he could
produce in Wydehaw's most bestial knight. The man had atavistic tendencies, and Dain fully expected
that one day theNorman would go berserk in the grand tradition of hisViking forefathers. For himself,
Danish though he was, Dain had no such fears. The methods and mayhem of war had long since lost their
hold on him.

He preferred amore academic life, if quick fingers and avocation of turning lead into gold could be
caled academic. Some cdled it trickery. Some called it magic. He caled it both decoy and dangerous,
for the path led its followers far beyond riches.

His steps brought him abreast of Father Aric, and the priest near sumbled in his haste to avoid the
shadows cast by the dogs and their master. Elixir and Numa continued on, aware but not offended. Dain
claimed no such magnanimity. He paused and bowed, hands clasped at his breast, knowing well how
many hours the young priest would spend on his knees to wash away such ablack stain of
acknowledgmen.

Father Aric crossed himsdf again and again, his eyes squeezed shut, hishand ablur of devotion asit
raced across the stations of the martyr'stree. The church had raised supergtition to the very apex of art,
and Father Aric was one of its more skilled artisans, adisciplined practitioner of religious cant and canon.

Dain debated whether to hold the pose until the priest exhausted either his piety or hisarm, and
prudence won. The hour was not so late asto preclude his hunt. He lowered his hands and moved on,
but got no farther than the corner of the hearth.

Numa blocked his path, her milk-white body trembling, her gaze fixed across the flames and rising
smoketo the far wall. Ragnor was there, and the bitch liked him no better than any maid, yet it was
unlike her to disobey merely to indulge afit of persona pique.

"G4," he whispered, modulating his voice to make the command little more than a bresth.

When she hesitated, he looked once more acrossthe fire, trying to discern what held her so enthralled.
A pile of rags had been chained to the cresset, and it undoubtably contained an urchin or, considering
Ragnor'svicinage, avirgin. Still, there were urchins aplenty in Wydehaw and enough virginsif one gave
the definition abroad range.

A swath of white-blond hair tangled in the smadl hegp hdd hisinterest for amoment. Then he moved on,
aflick of hiscloak against Numas hock telling her he would abide no more rebellion.

When he reached the foot of the dais, he found himself turning once again toward the hearth. For aman
compdlled by very little besides his own whim, that he turned at al surprised him. He blamed the deviant
behavior on Numas unprecedented interest. The face he saw lifting from the pile of rags was another

surprise, and for that he had nothing to blame but an unknown facet of his own nature. He hadn't redlized
he harbored a conviction that jewels should be chained only when they were to be worn about the neck.

Pd e blue eyeswith the sartling crystaline qudity of gemstones peered out a him from gamine features



streaked with blood and mud. Terror marked the maid's gaze, and though he took pride in his ability to
frighten the innocent and the not-so-innocent dike, he was disconcerted by the girl's reaction. She would
have to be made of sterner stuff if she wasto survive anight of Ragnor's attentions.

Dismissing the novelty of anew conviction—which brought him up to agrand totd of two, possibly
three—he returned his attention to the lord and lady of the manor. He was not above preying upon their
more ingdious weaknesses when he had the strength, but he hunted other game this night. Hisfriend, the
Welsh rebe Morgan ab Kynan, had been sighted in the mountains on the Coit Wroneu, amonth late by
Dain'sreckoning, but no lesswelcome. Dain wasin need of some good company after the long winter,
and Morgan and his band of men were companionship at its best.

Also, rumors had been flying for months concerning their old friend, Caradoc, whom some now called
the Boar of Balor Kegp—an inauspicious nameto Dain'sway of thinking. Most of what he had heard
was ether too fantastic or too atrocious to hold more than agrain of truth, yet even in the grain therewas
that which disturbed him. Morgan could be counted on to have winnowed the wheat from the chaff.

"Lord D'Arbois, my lady," he addressed the pretty, young pair onthe dais.

"Dain, good friend." Vivienne spoke, her voice coy and silky. "1 pray our request has not taken you
away from more important concerns.”

"l am dways ready to serve, milady.”
The briefest smile twisted Soren D'Arboiss mouth.
"Aye, 'tisone of your more endearing traits, sorcier, thiswillingnessto serve.”

Thelord and lady were a matched set, both high of brow and cheek, with honeyed hair and fair faces.
Soren was more hawklike in the shape of hisnose, but Vivienne's mouth held the stronger stresk of
cruelty. Rumor said the old baron had married the blood too close in the match of his eldest son. Looking
upon the husband and wife, Dain was inclined to believe the story.

"Willingness can be avirtue or avice, Baron.”

"Thelady assures me 'tisnot one of your vices," D'Arbois answered dryly, lifting agoblet of winein
feigned salute. He drained the cup and wiped his deeve across his mouth. "But to business, Lavrans.
Ragnor has brought meamysery.”

"And | thought he hunted roe," Dain said, softly mocking.

"So hedid,” D'Arbois said. "The buck escaped, but not the doe." Pleased with his accidenta rhyme, the
baron allowed asmile and gestured toward the hearth. "Behold.”

An anguished cry echoed through the hall. Dain turned to see Ragnor hauling the girl up by the scruff of
her neck and gown. Numatrembled at hisSde, baring her teeth in asilent growl. To soothe her, Dain
traced hisfinger dong the length of her muzzle.

Ragnor shook the girl, and she cried out again. Fresh blood seeped from thelong gash at her temple,
making a garish stripe of red againgt the colorless strands of her hair. Numalifted apaw in readinessto
attack. Dain swore slently and motioned for Elixir to moveto hisleft sde and control the bitch. One
forlorn maid was not worth afight, no matter the prettiness of her eyes.



"My lord," he said casudly, "the next time you require amystery, send alighter hand on the hunt, for
Ragnor has broken the one he's brought.”

"Morethan | would have wished," D'Arbois agreed, though without any regret in histone. "I trust you
will be ableto put her back together, and when sheis of apiece, return her that we may together plumb
her secrets.”

Dain refrained from reminding hislord that when the occasion or the need arose, he would prefer to
plumb femae secrets done. The possibility of dl manner of mesdlianceinvolving at least himsdf and
D'Arbois had dready been much hinted at by the baron and refused by himself, though never openly
discussed. D'Arboiss single strength was his ability to keep from being directly regjected. Still, Dain would
have preferred not to physick the chit. Maids screamed when he stitched. They cried for dl manner of
reasons. Sometimes they pleaded, but never for the right things.

"If it pleases my lord." Dain stepped toward the hearth, because he redlly didn't have achoice, and was
rewarded with awarning howl of outrage from the red giant. On another, the theatrics would have
seemed overplayed. With Ragnor, such was to be expected. They were a check—and Dain redized
that the true sport of the evening had just begun. He had been summoned to perform apart in anasty
tableau; that of being the one to take the jewe like beauty from the raging beast. No one el se, not even
D'Arbois, had dared. With good reason.

All around him, Dain heard trestles being pushed back or taken down to make room for the combatants.
The hunting dogs and mongrels moved with the tables, careful to avoid drawing Elixir's attention. Dain,
himsdlf, was more wary of Numa. Being female, she was the | ess predictable of the two, as she'd so aptly
proven with her responseto the girl.

Servants scurried through the hall like silent wraiths, eager to empty the tables and refill the cups, making
all ready for the rare entertainment to come. Dain hoped not to disappoint, though he'd thought he'd done
hisnight'swork by freezing Noll to the Druid Door.

Fresh pitch was added to the cressets. Torches were set out in iron stands to ring the hearth, enclosing
the section of wall wherethe girl hung from her chains and Ragnor'sfist. Dain entered the blazing circle
aone, leaving the hounds behind with aquiet command. The odds were dready in hisfavor, assuming the
maid was on his sde. He looked at her, apale outline against the soot-covered wall, and saw her blanch.

He could be assuming too much.

Numawhined behind him, so like awoman, but to have his bitch tear out the knight's throat wouldn't
leave much room for his own persond glory—and he was more than atrainer of hounds, much more.

A low hum snaked around the perimeter of the great hall, as wagering took place with lightning speed.
Ragnor was near saventeen sonein weight, but Dain had no intention of letting the exhibition disintegrate
into aphysica ordeal, not when the knight's mind was as week as his arm was strong, and not for amere
maid. Finesse and timing were the keys, and an invocation to turn Ragnor's guts into a churning, knotted
meass of fear.

A amileflitted across his mouth. He knew just the thing.

He moved forward with dow, measured steps, giving Ragnor enough time to contemplate hisimmediate
future and al of eternity should he be defeated by Wydehaw's mage, but not enough timeto stedl the



opening gambit. At five paces away, he palmed abit of miscellanea out of apocket in hiscloak. A quick
glance proved it to be ablack stone. He dipped it back and tried again. Draconite had its purposes, but
fdlling giantswasn't one of them.

A chunk of petrified snake's tongue came next, but he ways needed more snake's tongue than he had.
Pieces of mermaid's purse, wren'steeth. .. he found naught he could use until the end, and acostly trick it
would be besting Ragnor if the green bauble was broken or lost in the bargain.

Just out of gtriking distance, Dain stopped. His nose twitched in distaste; the knight stank more than
would seem humanly possible. He turned his attention to the girl and let his gaze drift over her, noting the
depth of her head wound, the glazed look in her eyes, and the circle of bloody marks on her shoulder.

Thelast gave him pause. A flame of anger sparked to lifein hisbreas, irritating him no smal measure.
Theknight didn't smell human because he wasn't, but 'twas none of Dain's concern. The urchin'sfate was
incidenta, as nothing. Helooked again a the ragged bite, and much to hisdisgust hisanger flamed high
enough to singe hisreason.

"There are better waysto eat amaid, Ragnor," he chided, shifting his gaze to the knight. He took a step
closer and bowed his head to whisper for Ragnor's hearing alone. "Shdll | have D'Arbois chain theeto a
wall in my tower so that | may teach you the tender placement of teeth and the gentler uses of thy two
tongues?'

The knight sumbled in abrief retreat, hissng anamethat caused Dain to laugh aoud. If he could clam
buggery as hisonly sin and be done with it, a better man hed be than the one he was.

He advanced a step, his laughter softening to menacein the stillness of the hdl. "Y ou rutting whoreson. |
could eat thine ballsto bresk mine fast and know nothing but the pleasure of having food in my belly."

"S-sodding bastard.” Ragnor edged closer to the wall, hauling the maid and her chainswith him. The
metd linksjingled against the iron cresset and scraped dong thewall.

"Y ou repest yoursdlf, lackwit," Dain said, following him. "If ‘tis name-calling we cometo, | will need a
mightier foe... but, for mortal combat, we are afair enough match. Be ill, valorous knight, and | will
revea my wegpon." With awave of hishand, the green bauble appeared in fingertips that only a second
before had been empty.

Ragnor flinched, pulling back asfar asthe girl's chains alowed. Torchlight shot through the transparent
ball no bigger than asmall hen'segg, setting it afire to burn hot and greenin Dain's hand.

"Do you know of serpent's stones, dear fool ?* Dain rolled the ball across hisfingers and down the back
of hishand asif it floated on his skin, adroplet of water going home to the sea, smoothly, without a
ripple. He stopped the green orb on hiswrist and smiled at Ragnor. "Ah, yes. | seethat you do." The ball
dipped into the vee between hisindex finger and his thumb, balanced for the space of a bresth, and

dropped into his open pam.

"| give you Brochan's Great Charm!” he called out, lifting the orb high and letting hisvoicerisetofill the
hall. "Born of thefroth of athousand serpents tangled in afrenzy benesth the stones of Domh-ringr, laced
with their venom and blood and hardened by their fiery breath!”

A gratifying gasp sounded around him. He leaned forward and extended the gift on the tips of hisfingers.
"L eavethe maid, Ragnor, or take her and the stone. Y ou may have both or neither. These arethe terms|



offer.”

In answer, the knight drew ablade. A nervoustic jumped at the corner of hisright eye, causing the
whole side of hisfaceto twitch and jerk. "Thisis my term, w-wizard. Take your cursed stoneor I'll
p-prick thy heart."

"Upon the peril of your soul, Sir Squint." Dain glided forward, his attention focused on the dagger, and
began chanting under his bresth. "With this stone, whether you take it or nay, | impose upon thee that
thou mayst wander to and fro through aland of faerie dreams. That smal dwarf, whose power could
steep the king'shost in deathlike deep..."

The dark melody of the sorcerer's voice drew Ceridwen like amoth to flame, entrancing her with a
promise of sweet oblivion. Death it would be, she thought, afaerie's degth to escape the devil named
Ragnor, afaerie's death to put her forever beyond her accursed betrothed's reach. A morefitting fate
Abbess Edith herself could not have foretold. Indeed, she had foretold Ceridwen's fate as such: that a
troublesome maid who delved too deeply into the mysteries and heresies found in the discards of the
ecclesiagticd scriptoriawould no doubt, and most deservedly, cometo her end by way of evil
enchantment.

What the pious lady had not known was that evil enchantment would appear as the path of savation
compared to the damnable heresies and prophecies Ceridwen had read in those discarded manuscripts.
Written upon timeworn parchment bound in red leather had been her name, and below her name, her
degtiny, and below her destiny, her fate.

A shudder passed through her. She would not be led like alamb to daughter, not by ancient prophecy.
Sheld said as much, whispered in silence from her heart to God's ear, at every office of every day, until
she'd convinced hersdlf the damning passages referred not to her, but to the same-named goddess of the
old religion. And wasn't every word of the old stories heresy anyway? And what was heresy if not the
most despicable lies?

Then, not afortnight past, the despicable lies had become truth. A princely summons had cometo the
abbey, betrothing her to the son of Carn Merioneth's destroyer, returning her to the very place she had
sworn to avoid at all costs, for fear she was the wretched Ceridwen of the red book. Sheld been torn
between despair, denia, and anger ever since.

A sobrosein her throat. Death it would be before moreofRagnor's degradation, death before she
accepted the eternal damnation of her proposed marriage.

"... andlet it be known"—the sorcerer's voice lured her back—"that whosoever triesto unbind the dire
enchanting art of the pdll, before the thousand years are done, shdl join theein an everlagting hdll...."

A thousand years of deep and grace? Ceridwen thought. "'Twas more than she could have dreamed for.
Thus emboldened, she lunged for the deadly serpent stone and caught it. Instant warmth pulsed across
her palm and up her fingers, bringing painful life to frozen limbs, until with agasped cry, she dlutched the
talisman to her breast and succumbed to the promised, enchanted deep.

Dain watched, stunned, asthe maid crumpled to the floor with hisball of green glasslocked in her grimy
fingers. He had sorely miscalculated the sternness of her stuff. None other would have stolen his bauble
from beneath hisvery nose.

Rapid footfalls sounded Ragnor's retrest. The coward had dropped her the moment she had touched the



gtone, letting out an unmanly scream of fright.

Sighing, Dain looked around. It was done, for better or for worse. He spotted the seneschal and
beckoned.

"Unchainthemaid.”

The man bustled forward to do ashewasbid. A snap of Dain'sfingers brought Elixir and Numato his
sde, for amoment anyway. Numasoon deserted him for the girl recelving the senescha's minigtrations.

Strange chit, Dain mused. Who would have thought she had enough fight left in her to grab the charm
and save hersdf from the beast of Wydehaw? Now if only she had enough fight in her to vanquish the
screams sure to rise in her throat when he stitched her together.

A smdl smile played about Lady Vivienne's mouth as she watched Dain advance on Ragnor, watched
Ragnor paewith fear. Twas always a pleasure to see the sorcerer, just to watch him move, such a
lovely, dangerous man. Elusive. He hadn't cometo the hall for weeks, and she'd long since run out of
excusesfor sending for him. Lying could be so tiresome, especidly when it didn't get her what she
wanted.

It took atrue crisisto bring Lavrans forth anymore, though how one smdl beggar condtituted acrisis
was beyond Vivienne's comprehension. Y et she was grateful for the opportunity, and for the bregk in the
drudgery of her evenings. Had she known that marriage to aMarch lord would amount to little more than
exilein aheathen land, she would have fought her father harder on the match. Had she known that
marriage to Soren would so quickly turn platonic, she would have refused atogether, no matter her initia
attraction or the alternative of scandal.

Asayounger maid, she had dabbled in amorous yet innocent liai sons—a whisper, acaress, akiss,
mayhaps another caress—then had delighted in tantdizing her priestly confessors with the most highly
detailed and, in the beginning, embellished accounts of her sins, revealing the deeds with dl the breathless
fervor and subtle hesitations of aking's courtesan. More than one priest had sought her out in the dark
recesses of the church after giving her absolu-tion and penance. All but one had found her impossibleto
bully and difficult to seduce, but then, the one to whom she had succumbed had been young and
beautiful, and had approached her with naught but an ingenuoudy eager smile. For two weeks she had
confessed to him night and day, so sweet had been their love. In the end, impetuosity had proven to be
no friend of discretion, and they'd been caught in flagrante delicto.

The young priest's punishment had been three years exile fromParisto be spent contemplating hissinsin
aBenedictine abbey. Hers had been life imprisonment in the March of Wales.

No man had pleased her since, except for Soren when they had first been wed. If he pleased hismen
and boys hdf aswell as he had pleased hiswife, they were lucky indeed. Twas not unheard of, this
affliction of her husband's, but it was damned frustrating in a place asisolated as Wydehaw, where the
most interesting possi ble replacement was arecluse living in atower whose only entrance was adoor thet
could not be breached.

Sheld tried drugging Lavrans once, so she could have him brought to her bed, but he'd no sooner lifted
the cup of wineto his mouth than held smiled his most charming smile and poured the drink into the
rushes. She'd been told the draught was imperceptible. The damned leech who had sold it to her had



paid for his mistake with about of her fury he had not soon forgotten, not with his simples smashed dl
over thefloor and her refusing to pay for the damage. Sheld heard he was till suffering from the setback.
Fair enough. She was suffering too, suffering from love, or mayhapslust. Sometimesit was difficult to tell
the two apart.

Dain'svoicerosein the hdl, and Vivienne leaned forward in her chair, her smilefading in anticipationof
his next move. The crowd gasped as helifted acharm into the air. A serpent stone, rich magic indeed to

save abegger girl.

Ragnor drew ablade, holding it in amanner better suited for protection than attack, but Vivienne was
reluc-tant to take a chance. She reached for her husband and bent her head near.

"Ragnor's prize is not worth the sorcerer's blood. Stop your beast before he goestoo far."
"No." The Baron of Wydehaw's gaze did not waver from the torchlit circle.

"I would not have him marked," sheingsted, staring at her husband until he was forced to acknowledge
her with ashift of hisgaze.

"Have you no faith in the man?' he asked.

"Only faith that one day he will be mine, and when that day comes, | do not want him scarred with
Ragnor'srage,” she said through her teeth, her irritation growing with the delay. " Stop the beast.”

A dtrange scream rent the air, jerking both their attentions back to the dramataking place by the hearth.
Ragnor had dropped the dirty beggar and was beating a hasty retreat from the hall.

Soren burgt into laughter, ahearty chuckle unlike what sheld heard from himin sometime.

"So much for the beast, my dear," he said. "'l think our sorcierhas won the day and the girl, while Ragnor
provesto have the balls of anewt.”

Vivienne sank back into her chair, partidly relieved and yet even more discontent. Her husband's
wording did little to improve her mood, as the statement wasn't exactly correct. Out of desperation, she'd
taken Ragnor to her bed once, and a more miserable experience she'd never had, coarse and brutish, like
the stupid man himsdlf, worse even than her nights with the senescha, who had merely bored her to
death. The cook, at least, had smelled like fresh bread when she'd had him. The squire didn't bear
remembering a all.

"Twas Dain Lavrans she wanted.

"Aye," she murmured to hersdf, watching him with anarrowed gaze. Twas the sorcerer she wanted.

A0

Chapter 3




Dain threw home the bolt on the Druid Door, locking out the servants who had carried the maid into the
tower and then taken Noll away, and anyone ese who might think to seek him out that night. Ragnor
would belying in wait for the girl throughout the keep, but braver men than the red giant had swested out
the last of their courage in the northern tower of the upper bailey. Dain knew the knight would not press
s0 much asthe toe of hisboot on ablack or white stair. The maid was safe from Ragnor the Red whilst
shewasin theHartTower . Mayhaps she was safe even from Wydehaw's mage. Dain hadn't decided yet.

He turned and passed her where shelay on apallet next to the fire. She looked deathly pale, but his
cursory examination had shown the bleeding to have stopped and her breath to be warm and even. The
bastard had broken her ankle, but Dain had set agood share of bones. After he got the swelling down,
he could do this one better than most.

Elixir and Numa settled themsalves on either side of the hearth, eegant heads resting on outstretched
paws, tails curling toward the heat. Erlend had been evicted from hisrough bed to fetch eggsfor the
work ahead. A lightning-struck guard had indeed been brought into the hal shortly after Ragnor's retrest,
but D'Arbois had relegated the poor sod to the village leech so that Dain could mend the urchin.

He shrugged free of his cloak and hung it up to dry and steam by the fire. The gambeson followed,
unlaced by adeft hand. Rain fell in frozen sheets from the night sky, besting against the wooden shutters
that sedled the two unglazed tower windows. The winter had been long and hard, atest of survivd for dl
who resided within the castle walls. Even hisresources, varied and covert as they were, would not
stretch much farther without the pinch being felt. It was not agood year to be taking on extramouthsto
feed.

He glanced over his shoulder at the maid. Twas unlikely she would survive through to Betaine, May
Eve, let done become a burden on hislarder. Ragnor had dready had ataste of her and judging from his
reaction, one taste would not suffice. Smal comfit that she was, it wouldn't take more than another bite
or twoto finish her off.

Anirritated grimace tightened his mouth. Hapless victims of marauding knightswere not his
responsibility, but were there a reason to do o, he could save her from Ragnor. The knight was easily
swayed by the casting of magica spellsand dark incantations. Y et in the end ‘twould provefutile. If not
the red beast, another with more lust than superstition would claim her. Dain only hated to see good
work and physick go for naught.

Helifted his hand to the shelves of storagejarslining the curved wall of his chambers. Clay vesselsheld
most of his desiccatedmateriamedica: herbs, smples, and less pleasant concoctions. Recel pts requiring
days of steeping were kept in glass containers. Dried herbs, flowers, and other plants hung from the
rafters. He had his own collection of relics displayed on the mantdl, but to date, none of the small bones
had revedled any saintly powers.

Thetruly powerful artifacts and fossils he had col-lected over the years were kept in an iron chest
chained to thefoot of hisbed. Much of hispast and most of his heritage were nestled in the folds of
crimson wool contained therein. Many of his secrets and afew of hisregrets shared the cloth.

Heglided hisfingers across the | etters marked on each container and chose what he needed for the
making of pudre ruge. By twos, he carried the vessals over to the table holding his mortar and pestles.
From the highest shelf, he gathered henbane and white poppy for adeeping draught. If the maid awoke
from her faint before he started, he would render her insensible again, or at least asinsensble as he
deemed reasonable. Too much of the draught accomplished what his green serpent stone could not—a
true death-deep.



The chit sill had the bauble clutched to her breast, which suited him fine for the moment. Hehad a
generous tolerance for those who believed in hiswily magic.

Bandages came next, set out on the tablein neet piles. He filled the cauldron with water and swung it
over thefire. A leather spice pouch waslaid closeto the brazier. Most of the castle folk went to the
village leech or the witch, Madron, who lived on the forest edge of the demesne, to have their ills cured
and their wounds stitched, which aso suited Dain fine. He had no desire to see hisdaysfilled up with
puking and mewling varlets, and in truth, he went to Madron himsdf when in need. He and the witch had
much in common with their smples and their tricks, and with the deference given them both by the wilder
folk in the forests.

A frantic clanging of the bronze knocker announced Erlend's  return. No one else would choose to
meake such aracket with the gargoyle staring them down.

"Milord, milord." The old man's voice cracked with ahint of desperation. "Open 'er up, milord.”

Milord? Dain stopped in the middle of reaching for the marked wine cask. The graybeard must have
brought more than eggs and asked for none of it.

Dain strode over and opened the door, and the old man stumbled inside, his hands full of booty, his
beard flecked with pastry crumbs. Below him, down in the darkness of the stairwell, aman cursed
loudly.

"The devil take ye, ye swivin' bread-bandit!"

"Bread?' Dain asked, eyeing the load of foodstuffs.

"Aye." Erlend'srheumy eyes nearly twinkled. "Good wastel and somelittlefig pies| ate ontheway. I'm
most sorry | am, jongleur, but me mouth got away from me and they're dl gone, every one."

"The Devil, ye hear!" the man called up. "Aye, and methinks he's already in yer company, ye soddin’ old
bagtard.”

"And theeggs?' Dain asked, ignoring the insult echoing up the sairs.

"Enough for al." Erlend hobbled over to the table and emptied his hands of the rain-splashed bread,
except for apasty he tucked under hisarm.

Dain bolted the door and walked back to his shelves. "How many is enough?'

"Seven."

"Let's have them, then." He pulled down a copper bowl and set it before the old man. Patting pouches
and therall of tunic above his belt, Erlend managed to locate and retrieve five eggs. Dain looked down at
them in the bowl. "And the res?’

"That'sdl of 'em. All seven of 'em.” The old man beamed.

"Of course" Dain said, chiding himsdf for expecting atruer count.



"Will you be needin' me for anything else?" Erlend asked, doing a poor job of trying to hide the pasty
with hisdeeve.

“I'll cadl for you, if | want you."

"She'sabit o' aweething, ain't she," the old man said, looking down where the maid lay on the pallt.
"I'spose | could help ye with gettin' her gown off."

Dainfelt amuscletightenin hisjaw. "1 think not." He concealed hisirritation with aslittle success as
Erlend concedled his pasty. "Go eat your filched supper and find abed e sawhere.”

"Elsewhere?1'd not be safe e sewhere, not with me..." He stopped himsdlf, histhin mouth tightening ina
subborn line.

"Pagty.” Dain provided the missing word with impatience. Nothing about the night had gone according to
plan.

"Aye," the servant confessed, albeit grudgingly. "It'sapasty.” He pulled the loaf-szed pie from beneath
hisarm. "But not much of one, I'd swesar it on me old mother's heart.”

"No need,” Dain said, ready for the man to be off. "I've eaten Renaud's pasties.” What did it matter to
him if Erlend wanted to peek up the maid's skirts? Nothing. Nothing was what it mattered, yet he wasn't
going to dlow it. 'Y ou may usethe room below stairstonight.”

Erlend opened his mouth, then hesitated, hislipsworking silently before he spoke up.

"It stinkslike the Devil's own fiery pits down below, what with al yer mixin' and fixin." Yeknow it as
well asyer gandin' there."

"The upstairs chamber then?' Dain asked, one dark eyebrow arched in falseinnocence. He could
tolerate only so much insurrection in an evening. Fortunately, hiswords had the desired effect, saving him
from the bother of amore vile threst.

"Y er awicked, selfish man, bard-boy," the old man grumbled, heading for the sairsthat led to the room
below. " Twouldn't be no fat off yer calf for meto have alook up 'er skirts. Nothin' there| ain't seen
afore. Nothin' worth spendin’ the night in yer strange damned eyrie."

Dain had thought not.

Erlend disappeared below the hatch in the floor, mumbling and grouching. Dain turned back to thewine
cask he'd been reaching for, asmall cask of D'Arboiss best, compliments of the ever-hopeful Lady
Vivienne. The sed wasintact. A smile crossed hisface. Twas good to know therewereafew thingsthe
old man didn't dare.

He put some wine on the brazier to warm, adding a portion of water and spice. A mighty clap of thunder
boomed and rolled across the heavens. Wind rattled the shutters. With a careful hand, he tapped
measures of henbane and poppy into his mortar. The Wye and LIynfi rivers, which flowed on either side
of WydehawCastle , would be rising higher with each hour of rain. Mayhaps the maid had saved him from
ausdessforay. The renegade he sought had no doubt watched the weather and the rivers and long since
moved to higher ground.



When the draught was mixed, he poured a cup and knelt by the maid. Sad and bedraggled thing. Lost
and done. He dipped warm water out of the cauldron into abasin. All manner of evil and misfortune
befell women who found themselvesin such dire Straits, and she seemed to be faring worse than mogt,
having ended up in the Hart Tower of Wydehaw with only himsdlf to keep her safe. He wet acloth and
carefully wiped it across her brow. Mud and blood came away, revealing skin astender asa sergph's
amile

He drew the cloth down the center of her nose, then under each eye. She had been sorely abused.
Besides the wound on her temple—a hand's-span length of torn flesh he would have to mend—she had
dark bruises on her cheeks and adeep red mark on her neck where Ragnor must have sucked hard on
her, no doubt in preparation for the bite on her shoulder.

Dain let his gaze drift downward. There would be the mess of the rape to clean up. Ragnor was brutal
with amaid. He should have thought before to check her there for bleeding. He had enough irony in his
nights without the girl'slife see-ping out from between her legs as he so carefully tended her head.

He reached down and pulled up the hem of her coarse woolen gown and kirtle, modesty being beyond
hismeans or hisinclinations. The poor quality of the gray cloth was enough to prove her lack of worth,
except that the chemise beneath the outer garments was of fine linen trimmed with silk riband—a
mystery, indeed—and bel ow the chemise another mystery. Her naked limbs were smooth and clean, the
hair of her mons softly curled. She had not been touched, not by Ragnor, not by anyone within the last
few hours.

May haps never?

Something about her pristine mound put the question in his mind, and once there, it demanded an
answer. He straightened from where he kndlt at her sde and went to his shelves again. Tucked into a
corner between thewall and acorbel hefound asmal via of rose ail, agift to him from the maid Edmee.

It was asmple enough examination, performed with agentle and fragrant hand. When he wasfinished,
he sat back on his hedls and pulled down her gown. Aye, she'd been sorely abused, but she wasvirgin
gill.

He'd needed areason to save her, and held been given two. There could be arich ransom for avirgin
wearing alinen-and-silk chemise, providing he could keep her out of the baron's clutches and Ragnor's
bed, and providing he could track down the one willing to pay.

A low moan shuddered from her lips, sounding of pain and distress. He reached for the deeping draught.

"Mychad." She spoke the name in an agonized whisper, giving him pause. He shifted hisgaze to her
face. Shewas bruised and swollen, yet there was a delicacy about her features that he found appedling.
Hewould do his best not to scar her overly much.

Unbidden by intent, he reached out and stroked the side of her face, using much the same manner ashe
used to soothe Numa. It would be easy enough to arrange to keep her in the tower with him. If Soren
wanted her whole, he could be convinced to wait until Dain pronounced her healed. Ragnor could be put
on ashort leash, or sent away to maraud farther afield in Elfagl. The favor to her and her lord would cost
Dain littleand possibly bring him much gain. Such waslifein Wydehaw.

He traced the curve of her cheek with hisfingers. Aye, hewould keep her. .. and keep her virgin? His
thumb glided across her full lower lip, his skin warming with the Sigh of her bresth.



The night was not what it should have been. Had things gone according to plan, hewould bein
Morgan's camp, feasting on stolen D'Arbois cattle and digesting the latest news from the north. Wine
would have been passed and stories told, and no doubt they would have gotten around to the curious
tales whigpered of Caradoc. Patricide was not unheard of, and there had been no love lost 'tween father
and son, but ‘twas the manner of the rumored murder Dain found disturbing and thus hard to believe.

On the morrow he would search out Morgan and learn how far Caradoc had wandered from the straight
and narrow path that had led three boys to take the cross and follow Richard the Lionheart into hell. For
they had been boys on the Crusade, he and Caradoc and Morgan, and not the men they had thought
themselvesto be, afact proven on the bloody sands of Paestine; and proven for Dain again as a captive
in the tents of the Saracen trader Jala a-Kamam.

Some, though, need not go so far from hometo find their virtue hanging in the balance. Dain lifted a
handful of the maid's pale hair and remembered the startling light blue of her eyes. She ftirred, rleasing a
bregthy groan, and he let the white-gold strands fall back to her side.

Shewas pretty.

Hours later, Dain washed the last of the girl's blood from his hands. A dozen candles blazed on the floor
surrounding the pallet and in the torcheres hed set at his side for more light. Never had he taken so many
gitchesin so small a gpace, both on her face and her shoulder. He'd given her aportion of the deeping
draught before held put the needle to her flesh, knowing he wasin no mood for screaming and crying.

Now asound or two, or atear, would be welcome. She was too quiet, and becoming moreintriguing all
the time. He'd found abook in the folds of her ragged cloak, bound in red leather and marked on the
cover with gold, arare thing to be carting around the wilderness.

He finished dressing her wound with his concoction of pudre rugeand sed ed the whole with abumen.
Ragnor had cut her deliberately; the wound followed her hairline too closdly for it to have been an
accident. With time, the scar would barely be noticegble, but he wouldn't be complimenting the knight on
the accuracy of historture. Damascene steel was required for truly subtle blade work. Compared to
what Dain could inflict, Ragnor's neat dice looked like butchery. Mayhaps one day he would give the red
beast a persond lesson with his Syrian dagger.

He returned to the foot of the pallet and removed the cold compress from her ankle. The swelling was
findly down. Hefdt carefully aong the bone, probing with hisfingertipsto determine which way the
break lay. When he knew as much as he would, he braced himsalf and, taking her foot in his hands,
pulled.

Her pained cry brought the flicker of asmileto hislips. He had never yet killed anyone with henbane, an
omission on hislist of sins he had hoped not to remedy with the maid.

After splinting and wrapping her ankle, and listening to her cry and sniffle through the whole procedure,
he moved to her side. He could do nothing more for her, except wipe her tears.

He leaned across her for acloth, and the sniffling stopped with a soft inhalation. The contact he/d made
was chest to breast, aposition aready proven to berarein her life.



Without moving away, he looked to her face and found her eyes open, huge and glazed from the poppy,
her irises milky-blue rims of luminosity around the dark abysses of her pupils. Her lashes were long and
wet and tipped in gold.

He held her gaze, curious about this woman he had labored over so mightily. To his surprise, she sared
a himwith equd intensty.

"Chérie," he murmured. The Norman term of en-dearment was not one he used often, but it came easly
when looking at his mystery maiden.

He used his pam to smooth the hair back off her brow. She was warm, but not fevered. Her skinwas
soft, like achild's, but she was no child.

"Areyou awake, lady?' he asked.

Awake? Ceridwen thought hazily. How did one awaken into desth? And who would choose not to be
awake when Degth's messenger was S0 achingly beautiful ?

She gazed up a him, taking himin piece by exquisite piece and putting him together into adreamlike
whole. Shefaintly remembered that she had stolen agreen charm cursed with afaerie's death-deep,
golen it from an ominous, black-cowled demon flanked by spectra hounds.

Or maybe not ademon. His charm had brought her to this new land of death, where her limbsfelt heavy,
but her thoughts and her heart were too light to hold; where a creature of unsurpassed comeliness
beckoned to her with agentle touch and the swest, dark melody of hisvoice.

A sigh swelled in her chest. She would not have expected glittering black eyesfrom afaerie prince, yet
his eyeswere darker and brighter than anight full of the moon and stars, an onyx color to match the
deek, flowing length of hair that framed his face, streamed down his chest, and pooled on her breastsin a
loose, silky confluence.

Ah, and hisface. Shelifted her hand and lightly traced the near perfect symmetry of hisfeatures. Hiswas
the kind of strange beauty no mortal man embodied and no mortal woman could resist. Truly, hewasa
magicd being, for only magic could have created such an artful line from brow to chin—she caressed his
cheek and let her fingerstrail to the long, masculine curve of hisjaw. Or create such amouth asto make
even amaid think of akiss. Her fingertips brushed hislips.

He smiled, and shefdlt color suffuse her face. Amazing, that she could blush even in death. Clear as
night, his eyesteased her, sparkling with an inner light like the stars sparkling around his head. Never had
she seen such stars. The cosmic orbs danced both high and low in flaming shades of yellow, red, and
blue, leaving trails of firein their wakes. The sheer dazzle of himin his heavenly firmament |eft her
breathless with awe.

"Sweet prince of thetylwythteg," she whispered, thoroughly taken with him. Death had been the choice
of wisdom, after dl, and not thefina act of acoward.

Dain's amile turned wry. Silly chit, to mistake him for something even half so pure and noble asaprince
of the faerie folk. Though had he been dfin, he was sure he could have found salvation in the adoration
shining in her eyes, for the old stories said e ves lived in hope of gaining ahuman'slove.

He had long since abandoned any such aspirations himsalf, but he knew he engendered lust with ease,



and he saw that, too, in her eyes. Poor, untried virgin. He would do his best to return her untouched to
her Mychael and spare her the more interesting pastimes available to those with adventurous natures.

"What'sthy name,chérie?' he asked in hismost mellifluous voice, honey sweetening hiswordsto draw
her out.

"Ceridwen," she whispered. "Ceridwen ab Arawn. And yours?'
He hestated for only amoment. "Dain.”

"Dain." Sherepeated his name on asoulful sgh, and Dain couldn't hep himsdlf; he grinned. Vivienne
could take lessons from this one.

"Whereisyour Mychad, little one?"

"StrataH orida."

Hisgrin faded. Just hisluck. Hed been given the kegping of aWelsh maid with the name of awhite
monk rather than arich lord on her lips. Then again, hadn't a prince of Powys, Rhys ap Gruffudd, granted
the Cigtercian monks large tracks of upland grazing dl the way to Rhayader? Surely over the years even
the most ascetic of orders had managed to accumulate some profit on such bounty.

But would they part with it for awoman?

Hemulled over an answer to that for more than aminute and couldn't quite turn it to hisliking. Women
and holy men didn't mix nearly aswell asthey had before Gregory V11 had cleansed the church of
"fornicating priess.”

"Dain." She spoke hisname again in adreamy voice, infusing it with agood deal of wonder, and wonder
she might. What was he going to do with her?

"IsMychael your uncle?' he asked, hoping for an abbot.
"Brother," she answered.

Worse and worse. The brother of one as young as she could hardly have had time to advance in the
church—and yet there was the chemise. Someone coddled the girl.

"Wherever did Ragnor find you,chérie?' he asked, absently caressing her from her cheek to her ear and
letting hisfingers dide into the softness of her hair. He didn't really expect an answer to his question, and
he certainly didn't expect the one she gave.

"On the Coit Wroneu." She sighed and turned her faceinto hishand. "Running for my veriest life”

His gaze narrowed, and hisfingers stopped their amless, sensud wanderings. "'From whom?"

"Mine own cousin." Her tone became distressed and angry. She lifted her faceto him. "The Thief of
Cardiff, Morgan ab Kynan. May God curse his knave's soul for the hypocrisy of hissins” Her voice
broke with a sob, and she closed her eyesto hold back afresh round of tears.

Anyone with aheart or acare would not have bothered her further. Dain had neither, not when shed



spoken Morgan's name. Here was a story too rich to miss, of how aWelsh prince and thief of
unsurpassed skill had lost thisrare jewd, and even more intriguing, how much held be willing to pay to
get her back.

"Aye, Morgan'sasinner." He commiserated with her, knowing hiswords were far from the truth. The
only sin he could lay at hisfriend's door wasthat held never told Dain of his precious cousin, not that their
meeting would have been more opportune under different circumstances. Dain had forsaken good

opportunity with highborn virgins when held put down his sword and taken up more esoteric
apparatuses.

"With no heart," she added, the tears running freely down her face.

"Aye, no heart, not atrace," he agreed, then added in an offhand tone, "What do you believe to be his
most heartless deed?"

Her lipstrembled, so sweetly it took an act of will not to lower hisown to till their fluttering. " The deed
that would leave me ground to dust between the Boar of Baor's jaws."

"Carado—"

Her eyesflashed open. "Shh," she admonished him, pressing her fingertipsto hislips. "Don't speak his
name. 'Tissaid the sound aoneisenough to cdl him forth.”

Dain refrained from laughing aoud, even though he remembered many amorn when yeling &t the top of
his lungs had not been enough to call Caradoc forth from anight of drink. If the maid believed such was
possible, she had heard rumors he had missed.

"Sweet Ceridwen, why would the Lord of Balor want to hurt you?' He couldn't bring himsdlf to call his
old friend "Boar."

"No bride of the Boar of Balor will survive her wedding night," she said in ahushed voice, her eyes
growing even larger, if that were possible.

Dain fet hislipstwitch with the makings of agrin. "Mayhaps 'tisthe dliteration they cannot abide,chérie.”
"Mayhaps,”" she agreed somberly.

Thenit hit him, the Sgnificance of what shedd said.

"Morgan takes you to Balor asa bride?’

llAyell

Ragnor would be dead within the month and Morgan probably soon to follow, Dain thought, after
Caradoc stripped the flesh from Ragnor's bones and staked him out in the wildernessto die. One did not
abuse the betrothed bride of a powerful lord without penance being paid. One did not lose a bride

either—and for certes one did not go around plying rose oil between her legs.

The thought gave him pause, and he was taken with an urge to check her again, to make sure hed done
no damage.



"But no longer," she said, her hand trailing down the front of histunic. A beatific smile played about her
mouth. "Now | have died and come unto you."

Before he could assure her that she had not, hefdlt her fingerstanglein hishair and exert gentle pressure,
pulling him down.

"A kiss of peace, sweset prince?' she asked. "To welcome meinto paradise?’

She was not very strong, yet somehow was strong enough to have her way, drawing him ever closer.
Her gold-tipped lashes drifted down, giving him amoment to reflect on the doubtful wisdom of his next
action—but amoment wasn't nearly long enough to stop him.

Their lips met, hers sweetly, innocently closed, expecting the blessing of asaint. He couldn't have
delivered that even if he were nobly pure of heart, for when his mouth touched hers, instinct usurped his
reason.

Warmth was hisfirgt sensation, then softness, then something more. For dl she gave, Edmee did not
kiss, and there was much held forgotten—much held missed. He parted his mouth to trace the curve of
Ceridwen'slipswith histongue, and was rewarded with asigh.

The resonance of that sound set up avibration very near where his heart had once been. Their breaths
mingled and became the same, flowing from onelife to the next. The luxuriance of the ether filled his
senses and went straight to his head, finer than wine, more potent than his deadliest draught. She tasted
like awoman, every woman, al women, arich mélange of flavors he couldn't begin to absorb. They ran
through him, rousing awildness he had long thought broken to hiswill.

With that redlization, he dragged his mouth away from hers, his blood racing faster than he would have
admitted to anyone. In contragt, the woman below him was the picture of peace, drifting off to deep with
agmileon her face, blissfully unaware of the havoc she had created in lessthan aminute, with lessthan
conscious effort.

Dain knew he was a charlatan. He aso knew when he wasin the presence of someone else who wasn't
what he or she seemed, though in the maid's case, he couldn't put aname to what held felt in her kiss.

He reached out to touch her, but caught himsalf and drew his hand back. Her hair had dried into acloud
of haphazard curls and was spread out around her like the light of God, ahao of illumination surrounding
her smdll, bruised face. Farther down, the remains of athick, damp braid lay in disarray beneath one of
her arms. She needed someone to tend to her, but he had done @l he dared—mayhaps more than he
should have dared. Nothing remained but for him to find Morgan and arrange for her return.

A smiletwisted his mouth and a soft curse escaped him. She was to be the bride of Caradoc, and
through the grace of God and Dain's own rough magic, nothing had transpired that would keep her from

fulfilling those vows,

Chapter 4




Ceridwen heard bdlsringing in the distance, ringing prime, the hour of prayer a dawn. So muchtime
seemed to have dipped away from her, 'twas good to recognize asingular moment. She'd been drifting
here and there in her memories, hither and yon in her mind to strange places shed never seen before.

Despite her myriad pains, the soft |apping of awarm tongue on her fingers brought afaint smileto her
lips. She lifted her hand and felt adog's muzzle.

"Good Jack," she whispered, thinking of her father's old lymer, though it seemed avery long time since
sheld seen the dog or her father, or home—Carn Merioneth.

With alazy effort, she turned her head, and ascream froze in her throat. "'Twas no lymer at her side, but
one of the spectral hounds, the white one.

"Awakeyeare, finaly," araspy voice said closeto her other side.

She jerked her head around, a mistake with ingtant repercussions. A searing bolt of pain made the room
swim and grow hazy. She squeezed her eyes shut and fought the dizzying blackness that threatened to
clam her once more.

"Y er sposed to drink the bard-boy's potion, ye are." A warm cup was pressed to her lips.

The hound was redl, not part of the wild, wondrous dreams sheld had of adark-eyed prince of the
tylwyth teg, and if the hound was real, so was the black-cowled demon.

Sheforced her lashesto lift, giving her aglimpse of the man next to her. It was not he. Relief dissipated a
measure of her fear, but none of her pain. Her head throbbed and so did her bones; her body ached,
feding tight and bruised.

"Drink," the old man ordered, lifting the cup and dribbling wineinto her mouth. "Dainll skinmearseand
feed it to the bitch, if ye don't."

She swallowed the sweet wine, more to keep from choking than to save the graybeard's backside.
"Yell noticel hain't laid afinger on ye. Not one. I'm touchin’ the demned cup and not so much as one of
yer finewhite hairs" Hisvoicetrailed off into unintelligible mutterings of which she heard only the words
"soft," and "pretty,” and "what'sit to 'im."

A low growl rumbled out of the hound on her |€eft, and awave of terror washed through her body. She
did choke then, and spluttered, and near fainted when the dog lunged across her—but it wasto the old
man the dog went, with her head twisted down and her abino jaws closing around histhroat.

"Call 'er off! Call 'er off!" he croaked, frantic.

Ceridwen watched in horrified fascination as the dog's sharp white teeth dipped through the old man's
papery skin. All she could think was Aye, thisisatrick the dog knowswell.

A gurgling sound from the man startled her into speech.

"Hound" was the only word she knew to use and "come."



Her voice, weak and scratchy, barely carried the necessary distance, but it was enough to gain the clog's
attention. Pale blue eyesturned on her.

"Come," she repeated, and gestured with her hand.

The dog, alevrier, deek and lean and powerfully built, complied, releasing the old man into aheap on
the floor and returning to Ceridwen's side.

The graybeard coughed, dragging up spittle he wiped on hisdeeve. He touched histhroat, and his
fingers came away smeared with blood. Ceridwen expected him to leave, but he reached instead for a
shallow pan on the brazier and refilled the cup heldd spilled.

"The jongleur'll owe mefor this." He pressed the cup back to her mouth and leveled a beady gaze on the
dog. "Watch yersdf, Numa, or one night yell find yersalf skewered and hangin' o'er the flames of hell."

Numa, Ceridwen thought, wondering at the strangeness of the name. Sheld heard another odd namein
this place. Dain, that'swhat the sweet prince had caled himsdf. Dain.

A amileflitted across her mouth. In her dream, held kissed her.

"Drink," the graybeard said, tipping the cup higher and pouring afew drops past her lips. "I'll not haveye
dyin' on mewatich."

Desth had been in her dream too, but ‘twas clear now she hadn't died, and if she hadn't died, she was
gtill betrothed to the Boar of Balor. Despair found afoothold in the thought. She would be going home,
but Carn Merioneth was no more. The wooden palisades of that fair place had long since been razed in
fire and replaced with the stone blocks of Balor. Theflames <till burned in her nightmares, reaching past
the skies to the heavens and the vengeful God who had unleashed Gwrnach, Caradoc's father, upon
them.

Those who had escaped the flames had been butchered in the bailey, ending the beautiful dream that had
been Carn Merioneth. All had died except for the two who had been lost, she and her dear sweet
brother, Mychael, and the one who had found them. Moriath had been the name of the maid, and she
had disappeared years ago. Except for the |etters Ceridwen treasured aslifeitsaf, Mychael had also
been lost to her, from the day Moriath had put him in the monastery at Strata Florida.

She swallowed the wine the old man had given her and pushed his hand away. "No more."
"All of it."

She shook her head and lifted her other hand to ward him off. She was more successful than she'd
hoped. He jumped back out of reach.

"Be careful with that demned thing," he hollered, then swore ajumble of curses.
With asense of bemused wonder, she became aware of the serpent stone still clasped in her hand. Its
green depths caught the firgt rays of morning sunshine streaming in through the windows and reflected it

back, casting prisms of light against the striped damask draped at the corners of the huge bed in which
shelay.

Brochan's Great Charm. She opened her fingersand let it float in her palm, asredl asday. And if the



stone was red, why not the place it had taken her, the sweet oblivion of afaerie's death-deep?

She lowered her lashes and closed her hand around the stone, drawing it to her breast. Aye, better to try
the faerie death again than to find hersalf in Caradoc's crudl grasp. He wanted her at his mercy, not her
hand in marriage. She'd read it, read it in abook that held the key to the Boar's dark, impossible desires.
Only Mychad could save her. Mychadl, sweet saint, was unassailable by evil. Mayhapsif shed shown
more religious fervor, she, too, would have been beyond Caradoc's reach.

She had not, however, and God had forsaken her, set her adrift in the strange world of men with littleto
help her find her way.

A wave of languor washed through her, muddling her thoughts. She wanted deep, and that was where
her heart led her, back to the heavenly lair of Dain, the dark-eyed prince of the Light-elves. Letting out a
soft breath, she gave hersdlf up to the welcome heaviness seeping into her limbs and showing her the way
to the gtars.

Erlend held the haf-full cup and clucked in disgpprova. She hadn't finished the draught. Tweren't his
fault, not abit of it, but he'd be demned if there was anyone else to step for'ard and take the demn blame.

Themigty light of dawn filtered through an ancient grove of oak and hazel in the Wroneu Wood,
capturing the form of ayoung man running through the trees. Morgan ab Kynan watched the sentry from
the open flap of the tent where held gotten barely two hours of deep. He could tdll by theirritated
expression on Rhyssface that Dain had been sighted, no doubt already breaking the boundaries of the
camp with hislevrier hounds running dongsde.

"Lavrans?' he cdled out, grimacing as he pulled on hisboots. His jaw tightened againgt the old painin his
right leg-

"Aye. Below thefdls," the young man said, coming to astop in front of the tent, breathlessfrom his
Sprint up the mountainsde.

"| asked to know of his coming before he reached theriver."

The sentry fought to hideagrim amile. "Y e know aswell as methat €enin broad daylight he'slikea
shadow inthe night."

Morgan nodded. "And Ceridwen?' He reached for the wineskin held hung on the carved and tasseled
tent pole and took a mouthful. He rinsed and spat the wine out onto the ground.

"No sgn beyond theravine. She'still on thisside, and well find her. Dafydd is scouting west of the
camp." Rhysused his deeve to wipe the sweet from hisbrow. A shock of brown hair fell back over his
forehead. "I've never seen amaid so sKittish about marriage.”

Morgan's mouth tightened. ™Y ou haven't met Caradoc.” He cinched his belt around hiswaist and
reached for his bow.

"Then why do you take her to him?"

The sentry's eyes revealed adisapprova he didn't dare voice. It was a problem Morgan remembered



well from hisyouth, the penchant to fal inlove easily and usualy where one shouldn't. He understood
Rhyss attraction. Ceridwen ab Arawn was reasonably fair of face and had all her teeth. It took little
more to get aboy's blood running, yet Ceridwen had more—a sweet smile when she choseto useit,
which wasn't often, and avoice like cool water running through aforest glade. She also hadn't used her
voice often in the past sennight, except to accuse or plead.

Her pleading was not his problem this morning, finding her was, the troublesome wench. Heand his
band of five men had combed the hillsthe whole night long, but neither luck nor skill had been enough to
bring her safely back to camp.

"She goesto Caradoc,” Morgan said in answer to Rhys, "because the most powerful princein dl
of North Waes willsit, so she can bear her sons on the land of her ancestors. 'Tisthe samereason
Caradoc wants her, to be doubly bound by blood to the land he's won.”

"Won by treachery and betrayal, and God knowswhat else." Rhys shuddered. " Some say ‘twas hisown
blade that hewed Gwrnach from gullet to cock."

"Some say," Morgan agreed. Hed heard the tales, and he knew the hatred Caradoc had nursed for his
father, but he al'so knew how the smallest twist of the blade and the merest shift of intent could turn a
killing into amuitilation. Two thousand seven hundred Modems had been dain by the Lionheart's
Crusaders atAcre . Decapitation had been the order, but by the end of it, they'd all been hacking away at
the hostages, dogging through blood and gore up to their knees. How many had he killed and how many
mutilated? He would never know. Death was death, and by the sword ‘twas never pretty.

He dipped his quiver over his shoulder and took off with long strides toward where the horses were
tied.

Rhysfollowed dongside, hisboy'sjaw jutting out.
"M ethinks she would have been happier remaining with the nunsat Usk."

If Rhyswould rather protect her than bed her, Morgan thought, there was hope for him yet, for it was
aways the bedding that caused young men to completely lose their senses.

"Have Rhodri and Drew crosstheriver, and send Owain to me," Morgan ordered, ignoring Rhyss
summation of the situation. The boy was a good tracker, and with time he would become even better, but
hisfedingsfor the maid had clouded hisjudgment. Ceridwen was no nun, not yet. " She headsfor
Mychael and Strata Florida."

"Why?' the young sentry asked, surprised. "The monkswon't take her, even if her brother isone of their
order."

"She doesn't go for sanctuary, but to rouse Mychael out of his monkish ways, to put asword in his

"Shethinks Mychael will fight for Baor?' Rhysstoneimplied ahefty share of doubt.

Morgan shared those doubts. Hed known Ceridwen's brother since his birth, and Mychael was more
likely to be sainted than knighted. The boy had taken to the monkish life with afervor. "When her father
had it," he answered, " 'twas cadled Carn Merioneth, and if Ceridwen could win it back, Mychagl would
no doubt let her have the castle and no lord atall, or mayhapsthe lord of her choice.”



"And has she chosen?' A betraying amount of hope crept into the young voice.

Morgan stopped short of his destination and flashed the sentry areproving grin. " She asked me, cub, but
| don't think her heart wasinit."

Accusation glared from Rhyss eyes. "Then why did she run?’

Another knowing grin spread across Morgan'sface. "'l told her | had more to offer awoman than my
sword arm. Should she but care to notice and make me an offer with more... um, heat init, she might

gain what she hoped.”

Rhys, no stranger to the bawdy inclinations of camp life, was plainly shocked by hislord's brazen
overture.

"Y ou could have wed Ceridwen ab Arawn, the most beautiful, sveet, and kindly maid in al of
Christendom, and you offend her with lewd and—" He stopped abruptly, his gaze shifting to aplace
beyond Morgan'sright shoulder. A bright flush coursed over his cheeks. "I'll give Owain and Drew your
orders,”" he said curtly, and turned on his hed, striding back to the camp.

"Y ou are ahopeless romantic,” adistinctive voice—one capable of mangling both French and Welsh
with equa ease—said from behind him.

"And you are ahopdesscynic,” Morgan said, dowly turning to face hisfriend.

"Du kommer sent." Dain pushed off the oak tree where held been waiting and listening. "Y ou're late. |
expected you before St. Winna."

The Welshman winced. "Every time you spesk asaint'sname, | expect abolt of lightning to strike
nearby."

Dain laughed. "Lightning, Morgan? At dawn? For amere heretic?'

"Y ou're more than a heretic. Y ou're pagan. Maybe worse."

"Aninfidd?"

"Eadlly, by anyone's definition, Christian or Modem.” A reluctant smile curved his mouth.

The dark-robed Dane stepped out of the shadows into a shaft of sunlight, striding into the clearing with a
natura elegance that some mistook for softness—until they'd seen the grace and power of it behind a
blade. Morgan had seen it as such, more times than he cared to recall.

"Theforest isdive early thismorn, mostly with your men,” Dain said, offering thewineskin he carried. A
horse, fifteen hands of dappled white and gray, stood quietly in the trees behind him. "Mayhaps my wine
will be moreto your liking."

Morgan accepted the skin. "None of them sighted you," he said. "It'sawonder our throats aren't ditin
our deep. Where are the hounds?'

"Numaguards my chambers, and Elixir guards the Druid Door and the tower Sairs."



"Stolen yoursdlf arich prize, have you?' Morgan asked, part of hishumor returning. His sentries had
missed only Dain and his horse, not Dain, his horse, and two dogs. It was small comfort, but till comfort.
The horse, he noted, had not moved, yet even now seemed to be disgppearing in the shifting shadows of

the forest.

"A rich prize? Mayhaps." Dain gestured at the tasseled tent. " And what of you? Welsh war bands
seldom travel in Sdadin'syle”

Morgan ignored the reference to the desert king, the past being better forgotten, especialy when the
present wasin such atangle.

"Thetent was a gift from LIywelyn, Prince of Gwynedd, to another, amaid | was asked to fetch, a
will-0'-the-wisp who escapes me with damning regularity.”

"Have your charmsworn so thin?' Dain lifted one rose-red tassel and turned it into the light.
"No thinner than yours, | trow." Morgan cocked ateasing eyebrow. "How is the dear Edmee?”

"Thorough.” Theword sat in the air with athousand implications while fingers skilled in the arts of
enchantment sifted through the silken cords, then let them fal back againgt the tent. "And your maid?'

The Welshman guffawed. "Not so thorough and not even mine, despite her wishes. She goes north.”

"So shetold me." Dain watched as Morgan's eyes widened almost imperceptibly before he controlled
his surprise. Of the three of them, only Morgan had returned from the Holy Land with so much asatrace
of innocence intact, but then, only Morgan—xby far the youngest of the three—had taken much innocence

withhim.
"Y ou have Ceridwen ab Arawn in your tower?"

"Aye. Shewastheredl night."

More than one maid had been seduced by Morgan's guileless manner and fair face, and hiseyesasblue
asasummer sky. Dain wasn't surprised that Ceridwen was yet another, but he was annoyed. However
had she kept her maidenhead intact when it seemed she propositioned every man she met? Strange

woman.

"Then I'm adead man." Morgan dapped ahand over hisface, and a swath of dark hair fell acrosshis
brow. Just as suddenly, he jerked his head back up. "And you... no." He paused, changing hismind.
"Caradoc wouldn't kill you, not over awoman.”

"Not even abetrothed bride?"

"Jesu, Dain," Morgan swore. " Shetold you and you still debauched her? Have you no honor left a al?
The answer to that was so obvious asto make areply redundant, yet Dain did reply.

"I make my way in theworld. Nothing more."

"It'sbeen four years Since we leftJaffa, seven sinceAcre . Can't you forget?'



"Canyou?'

Morgan held his gaze, then swore again and took along swallow of the wine,
"It matters not,” he said, handing the skinto Dain. 1 ill want her back.”
"And | am hereto bargain"—Dain smiled—"for thereturn of avirgin."

After amoment of dumbstruck slence, Morgan returned the smile and called him something foul. "
should have known an unskilled maid would not rouse your interest.”

"Had not so much to do with her lack of skill as her lack of consciousness.”
The smile disappeared in a heartbest. " She was hurt?'

"Insensate. One of D'Arboiss knights, Ragnor, caught her on the track and brought her to Wydehaw.
Hewas not gentle.”

"Then he'sthe dead man in this. Owain!" Morgan turned and called out to his captain. A large,
rough-looking man answered, rising immediately from his place by thefire. "Mount up the men. Wego to
Wydehaw."

"Wait." Dain put arestraining hand on hisfriend'sarm. "Come aone. Well tak after you've seen her.”

Warinessin hisblue eyes, Morgan hesitated before he spoke. "Y ou ask alot, dear friend, for aWelsh
prince, even apoor one, to enter aMarcher castle without hismen at his back.”

"If 'tisnecessary, I'll be at your back," Dain promised. "But | rather doubt anyone will know you're
there, unless you make your way into the great hall and announce yourself at supper.”

"What's thisthen, conjurer?’ Animp'sgrin returned to Morgan'sface. "Do you spirit usinsde your
tower with the wave of arowan wand?'

"If I could but find the right switch, | would,” Dain said, one eyebrow arched in emphasisto the sincerity
of hiswish.

Morgan lifted his hand to make awarding sign, then he caught himsdlf and gave Dain a shamefaced
amile

"Sometimes you frighten me, Lavrans. | wonder that you do not frighten yoursdlf with al your dabbling
and inquiry into things better left done," Morgan said, though he could no sooner judge what hisfriend
had become than what his friend had once been. If not for Dain's protection, he would have been aslost
to God as hisfriend, hisfaith stripped from him by the mortal transgressions and dark arts of the Saracen.

"Tel your men to keep camp,” wasdl Dain said. "Y ou'll be here at least until the morrow. And don't
worry, Morgan. The way into the tower isn't by the casting of spells, though you may wish it were before
we're there”

"What'sthis, then?"



"I've found another entrance through the lower chamber.”

Morgan grimaced. "That'sarank place."

" Tisthesulfurs| usefor thedchemy.”

"Very rank sulfurs" Morgan grumbled, though he smiled in forgiveness. "'Twaswhat he dways gave
Dain, forgiveness, for deep in his heart he feared God never would—and deeper till, in aplace he hardly
dared to look himself, hefeared he was to blame for the darkest of al the acts Dain had committed in
.the name of survivd, those that had alowed the Saracen to reach deep into Dain's core and change him

from the stoic warrior he had been into the dangeroudy gy and clever mage he had become.

No, he could not judge. He could only forgive and be grateful he hadn't seen the haf of what had
transpired ‘tween Dain and Jala d-Kamam, for the haf he had seen haunted his nights.

"Chrigt'sblood.”

"Don't touch her," Dain warned, and Morgan curled hisfingers away from Ceridwen'sfaceinto afist.

Shelay on Dain's bed, nestled into the pillows and quilts, the sunlight streaming down upon her dight
form through the glazed window. Edmee's gentle touch was apparent in the tidy braid she'd fashioned out
of the maid'sthick mass of curls. Even so, separate strands floated cloud-like around the small face.

"Whereisthe butcher who diesfor this?'

" 'Tisnot as bad asit looks, Morgan. She will be scarred, but most of what you seeis physick, not
blood. The bruiseswill fade." Dain moved aside the neck of the clean chemise Edmee had put her in and
checked the stitching on her shoulder. He sensed Morgan's stance grow even morerigid as the ragged
bite cameinto view. "This, too, will look better with time," he said. Hisfinger lightly traced the double

crescent incised on the pale curve of skin. She waswell and truly marked. The bite wound would hedl,
but would never be discreet. He dipped acloth into abowl of warm water.

"And the rest?" Morgan asked.
"Y ou can asaure hen lord that with luck shewill not belame.”

A low, guttural curse came from the man. "The Prince of Gwynedd may be appeased with o little, but |
must take more than luck and assurances to Caradoc.”

"More?"
"Ragnor.” The name was spoken without mercy.

Would ease the maid'slife too, if the beast was taken away, but Dain doubted D'Arboiswould
relinquish the knight. Other methods would have to be employed.

"You are not caled the Thief of Cardiff for naught, Morgan. Stedl him if you want him." Taking care not
to awaken the maid, he drew the damp cloth across her shoulder, cleaning away the previous night's
dressing. A mouth, especialy one asrotten as Ragnor's, was more likely to |eave afestering wound than



adagger. When the bite proved free from infection, he turned to the finer cut framing the side of her face.
A shout arose from outside, the noise accompanied by the sound of many horses.

"Better Ragnor's head than mine," Morgan said, stepping back to the window's embrasure to stare down
into the bailey.

"Areyou sure it needs be someone's head?'

"With Caradoc, nothing less than blood will suffice, the more the better.” Angry curses and the crack of
awhip mixed with the sound of a horse's scream.

"Then what I've heard from the north istrue?'
"Mog, if not al." Morgan gestured to the window. "Who arriveswith such aclatter?!

" "Tisyour man, Ragnor." Dain didn't need to see the knight to recognize hisvoice or histypica
homecoming. He returned his attention to the maid. In the light of day, his stitchery looked good, afine
tracery of thread down the side of her face. "Twould be ashameto haveit al ground to dust between the
Boar of Baor'sjaws, if such athing were possible. "Taes have been told of Balor,” he said, "of strange
happenings and harsh dedlings reminiscent of Gwrnach.”

"Caradoc isahard man," Morgan admitted. "Mayhaps he's grown alittle wild, but heis no worse than
any other."

"I heard the castle wall was agift from the cgptain of LIywelyn'swar band."

Morgan chuckled. "1 wasthere the night LIywelyn'spenteululost hisfortune in Baor's pit, wagering on a
boar. Aye, more than one has said Caradoc built his keep with pig's blood."

The ruckus outside caused the maid to gtir, the baret fluttering of her lashes betraying her rise from the
depths of adrugged deep. Dain dipped hisfinger in acup of weakly opiated wine and wet her lips. He
was not ready for her to awaken, not with Morgan there. When her tongue licked, he lingered, letting her
take the draught from hisfingertip, even as he both studied and fought his desire to do the same.

"Caradoc won't thank you if you deliver him an opium-eater for abride, Dain." The words were spoken
softly with aconcern that went beyond the woman.

"l amjudicious," Dain said, but stopped and passed his hand down over her eyes, willing her to deep
awhile longer. Twas not much as magic went, but he'd never been one to underestimate the power of a
sincere thought, especialy when accompanied by the appropriate smple. He lowered his hand and found
her |ashes to have done the same. Sometimesit seemed he had aknack for such things.

"Will Ragnor hunt again on the morrow?* Morgan asked, returning his attention to the bailey.

"Aye" he said just as Ceridwen spoke his name on asigh. Maybe not such aknack after dl, he thought,
touching her mouth with athought for silence.

"What?' Morgan asked.

Ceridwen smiled beneath his caress, and Dain cleared his throat.



"Aye," he said louder, standing up and drawing the bed curtain behind him. He would see to the maid
after Morgan left. " 'Tisboar he's after, and he will not rest until he daysone.”

"What of hislord?"
"D'Arbois hunts tamer game.”

Morgan laughed softly, keeping his attention on the man outside. "1 have never thought of you astame,
Lavrans.

"Neither should he. Come." He gestured toward the worktable, where food had been set out: e, bread,
cheese, stewed fruit, and a sweet cream pudding. "L et us eat and bargain.”

In the end ‘twas decided to leave the maid at Wydehaw, in theHartTower . She was too broken to take
ajourney over the mountains, too nubile to be given to D'Arboiss care, and too precious by the ancestry
of her blood for Caradoc to complain overly much about her hedlth taking precedence over his
immediate needs and desiresto have her at Balor Keep. The Boar of Baor could have his bride at
Bdtane

Morgan laughed at that. " She has escaped me three timesin less than a sennight, and you think you can
hold her for amonth? Could be your best trick yet."

" "Tisnot much of atrick when Numadoesn't et the maid out of her sght." Dain leaned forward and
finished off the last bite of pudding with hisslver spoon. "Now, have you got the list?"

"I'm not likely to forget it. Almonds, rice, saffron, spices and grains of paradise, oranges—you'll never
get those, not out of a Welshman—violet sugar, for Christ's sake, and a hundred marks. It's more than
Caradoc would have spent on her in ayear, two, even three! And | doubt if he'd know a strand of
saffron from a sheep's buttocks!”

Dain arched his eyebrow and fought asmirk as he licked his spoon.

Morgan was scandalized. "If you heard that, you heard alie."

"I've heard worse.”

"Worse!" Morgan exclaimed, asif it wereimpossible for anything to be worse than swiving sheep.

"Just give him my greetings, explain to him the importance of rich food to restore her hedlth, and
convince him the money iswell spent for abride of such great beauty and grace... and virginity." A dow
grin spread across Dain'sface.

Morgan scraped his chair back from the table, muttering, "Don't tell me any more. If | don't know, he
can't get it out of me, and then he won't have to kill you for ‘dabbling’ where no man should dabble lest
he bewed. What of D'Arbois? What will you tell him?"

"I'll gut a chicken before he sups and divine the importance of the maid.” Still grinning, he stood up to see
his guest out. "Can you find your way back through the Sege tunnd?"

"Aye, and I'll meet you in the copse at the other end at dusk with her belongings, not that there's much.



The only dowry shebringsis her lineage." The Welshman hesitated for amoment, his gaze catching
Dain's. "She had abook, ared book, some pages haf written in, some pages not writtenin a al, and
some written in no language | ever saw. Stirange asit is, it could be the most valuable thing she owns. I'd
hate for her to havelogtit.”

"Rest easy, Morgan,” he said, turning toward his shelves. " The book was on the maid when she washed
ashore. Hereitis." He reached up and pulled down the red leather-bound volume.

"Aye, that'sthe one. No, | don't haveto seeit,” he said when Dain offered him thetome. " "Twas eerie
enough a thefirst thumbing through. I'll not need another.”

"Magic again?' Dain asked with ateasing grin.

"Mayhaps," Morgan answered. "Or mayhapsit's something else. I'd not have the book, but Ceridwen
pored over it every night, and for her sake, I'm glad shelll not have to do without it."

Dain put the red book back on the shelf, more intrigued than ever. If Morgan feared to tread its pages,

the chit's missve must be rareindeed.

Chapter 5

Dan stood in front of the tower room's hearth, holding the bundle Morgan had given him that evening.
Hisfriend had been right. There was not much.

He moved closer to the fire, running histhumb over thetiny braids of |eather tying Ceridwen's clothes
and personal itemstogether. Snow melted in the dark folds of hishooded cloak and dripped onto the
hearth to hiss and steam. Winter was upon them again, lingering past itstime. The soft, frozen flakes had
begun to float down while held waited for the Welsh prince and his men in the small wood surrounding
the tunndl entrance. More of athicket it was than awood, necessitating an approach by foot, but the
forest took up again near the rivers, making a safe place to conced ahorse.

The Cypriot had waited there for him al day, with a patience no destrier could claim. Dain had |eft the
mare that morn, when he and M organ had made their firgt trip through the tunnd. As held expected,
Morgan had not been able to find her when held gone back through aone, and held looked for her, long
and hard. Nothing would do, the Welshman had said, except for Dain to give him afod capable of
disppearing in thewink of an eye.

Dain smiled. "Twould take more than the Cypriot's blood to enable another horse to fade into the mists.
A curse echoing up from below stairs broadened his smile. He'd banished Erlend to the achemy chamber
again, and the old man was not happy about spending another night amongst the crucibles, flasks, and
vids, and what he called the"demned smélly" scorifying pans.

Shivering, Dain tossed an extrafagot on thefire with aliberaity few othersin Wydehaw could afford.
The flames crackled with new life. Rareit was that he missed the heat of the desert, but those years had
weakened his resistance to the cold and exposed him to certain comforts and luxuries he enjoyed more



than was good for him.

But if to be accused of decadence was the price of his pleasure this eventide, he was prepared to pay.
He'd sent for Edmee and had Erlend heating water on all the hearths for abath.

He reached for the clasp on his shoulder to remove his damp cloak—and stopped, warned by the
frisson of energy diding down hisspine,

Ingtincts honed by athousand nights of captivity stilled his body and dowed his bresth. Numalay on the
bed with her head poking out from between an opening in the curtains, alow sound rumbling up from her
chest. Twouldn't be Erlend setting her off, he thought, though he had been surprised at the marks on the
old man'sthroat. Fortunately, the dog hadn't bitten as deeply as was her wont.

He looked to the Druid Door, but heard no footsteps, felt no skulking presence sneaking up the tower
gairs. Next, he glanced over his shoulder at the hatch in the floor, then at the door leading to the eyrie.
Nothing disturbed either opening. Therewas only Elixir Stting by the hearth, staring a him with anear
innocent expression on his black-as-the-hounds-of-hell face.

Thelook, so a odds with the animal's usual aoofness, aroused Dain's suspicions. He dowly turned back
to face Numaand had hiswildest conjecture confirmed: The bitch was growling at him.

"Kom." His command was harsh, demanding. The Situation with the maid had gotten completely out of
hand.

L ooking thoroughly chastised, the abino began to dink off the bed. Another voice coming from deep
within the quilts and coverlets stopped her.

"Numa, say."
And the bitch did.
Anarchy was anovety within the curved walls of theHartTower . Asadiversion, it was not welcome.

Dain set the bundle on the table and wa ked toward the bed, tilting his head to see past the partialy
drawn curtains. He didn't call the dog again. The battle lines being drawn were beyond her ken.

Ceridwen clutched the sheets and quiltsto her chest, her fingers digging into the thick sable fur lining the
topmost coverlet. Fear pounded through her heart on every breath, telling her to flee, but flight was no
option. Her head ached to near blindness, and her senses were not sharp. Her ankle was broken and
weighted down with splint and bandages too heavy to lift.

She had no choice but to face the demon. She had naught but her wits and Numato save her.

Damn the dog for drawing his attention.

" She eats the throats of men who cometoo near,” she warned, and was dismayed by the tremulousness
of the words. She needed better from herself to save thisday, but like flight, better appeared out of her
reach.

"In the manner her master taught her,” the shrouded figure replied, and continued his soundless
approach. Backlit by the flames from thefire, he cast his shadow across the end of the bed.



Ceridwen gtrained her eyesto follow his movements through the ditted opening of the curtains. "Numa
has amistress now," she said, willing strength into avoicethat in sad truth still had none.

Thefigure disappeared at the corner of the bed, melting behind the lengths of cloth swagged from the
can-opy posts, and her heart began to race. Seconds dowed into small eternities, flowing from oneto the
next with painful slence. He was out there, she knew it, stalking her with evil intent, but she couldn't
detect his position—until the curtains at the side of the bed were swept open.

"And now the mistress d'so hasamaster,” he said, looming over her, darkness and death personified. A
cry strangled in her throet. " Take care,chérie, and do not put your trust wherein the end it must be
betrayed. The bitchismine." The voice came from deegp within the cowl, frightful inits conviction, yet
aso fantly—surprisngly—familiar, reminiscent of apleasanter interlude, of gentleness.

Gentleness? From such as he? Had her ingtincts, dways so truein the past, verily her greatest strength,
also deserted her in her hour of need ? Confused by the fleeting sensation, she dropped her gaze from the
dreadful, featureless chasm of the hood and looked instead at the clagp on his shoulder that held his
cloak. Twaslargeand richin gold, anoble piece.

Candldight danced acrossit, bringing garnets and amber to warm, pulsing life and licking through the
intricate knots of adragon'stail. No invincible specter this, no al-powerful demon, she thought, for
beneath the cloak he wore agambeson of thick boiled bullhide, dyed green. The color ran darker around
theiron studs that fanned out across his chest in aseries of arcane symbols, proving him in need of much
protection, both in heavy leather and charms.

She gave him adiscreet, measuring ook, wondering what manner of man she now dedlt with for her life.
Hewastadl, though not nearly astall asthe devil-beast from the forest. More to the point, he hadn't
struck her dead, which meant he must have use of her.

Aye. Shelowered her lashes, giving in to afresh round of pain in her head. That was waysthe way of
it, aman had use of awoman whether she had ause for him or not. She took a deep breath and tried to
letit out carefully.

A ragged sigh was what she got for her trouble, and athrobbing ache she fdlt clear through her brain.

What a God-cursed sennight it had been since LIywelyn's summons. She had thought herself long
forgotten, which she would have preferred over being remembered by one such as Caradoc. Twice shed
dipped through Morgan's guard, only to be caught. The third attempt at freedom had been her undoing,
leaving her physicaly wrecked, helplessin the hands of the dark-cloaked man who had saved her for
ends of which she knew naught.

Eyes closed, she bent her head down and made the best of a shalow breath. She felt so many different
agonies, none of them too much to bear alone, but the sheer number of wounds she'd suffered
overwhelmed her. The pain would be the death of her. She needed wegpons and the spirit to wield them,
not weskness.

A hand touched her face, light and strangely soothing, surprising her by proving her memory of
gentleness.

"Do you need more of the poppy?'



"Nay," she whispered, suddenly disconsolate. Kindness from an enemy was asure sign of hisimpending
victory. "I havetaken too much asit is. | cannot think when—"

"Shh." He stopped her with the soft sound and stroked asingle tear off her cheek. " 'Tisno sin,cariad, to
ease your pan. | will make awesk draught.”

He didn't know, she thought as he walked back across the chamber. What she wished wasasin, to give
up the fight, to be returned not to Usk, but to the Otherworld sheld glimpsed through the stone. Another
man awaited her there, aman of dark, brilliant light, a man who would keep her forever free. She had
been a prisoner for too long, fifteen yearsin anunnery and seven daysin the world of morta men. It
seemed awoman could not escape the politics and prophesy of a profane marriage with any more ease
than a child could escape convent walls.

She looked up, watching her captor, and wondered if he could send her to the heavens again; and if he
could, did she dare go?

He stopped between the table and the hearth, and in asingle sweeping motion removed his cloak. He
had away about him of moving, so fluid. She remembered how he'd made the serpent stone appear in
hisfingers. She'd seen others with the skill, but none as fine as his. He dropped the cloak onto acarved
oak chair and turned to arow of shelves. For less than the space of a heartbeat hisface was revealed by
thefirelight, and her bresth caught in her throat.

"Twas Dain, sweet prince of thetylwyth teg.

His hair was not black, as sheld thought, but a deep chestnut-brown and even silkier than it had |ooked
inthe night, along mane swept off hisforehead and falling to the middie of hisback. Thelinefrom his
brow to his chin waslong and angular, but till artful enough to riva amore conventiond beauty. And his
mouth, it was as she remembered, full in the lower lip and expressive in the upper, with amocking
sensudlity hovering in the deep crease bracketing one side.

He glanced over and caught her staring. Brown his eyes were, and bright with intensity, his eyebrows
angling up like unfurled wings. One arched in aknowing gesture, and a hundred redizations washed
through her, leaving her with nothing but humiliation and regrets.

""Twasyou dl dong." She didn't even attempt to keep the dismay out of her voice, and she couldn't
hold back the tearswelling in her eyes. There was no help for them when life grew blesker at every turn.

"Ja, itwas|," he admitted, dipping deeper into the strange melody of speech she now remembered
clearly. He was not Welsh, nor Norman, but neither was he what she had dreamed.

"There was no prince of paradise.” A tear spilled over, and she wiped at her cheek with the back of her
hand. An intolerable weariness took the last of her strength. She had told him everything, of Morgan and
the Boar, of Mychael, her one hope, and God only knew what el se. Twas dl too much, so much failure
at once.

Dain watched as she looked down at the bed, searching for something and coming up with his serpent
stone.

"And this?' she asked, her voice taking on anervous edge he didn't think boded well for either of them.
"Brochan's Great Charm?'



"ltdianglass.”

He could have lied, but he didn't, and he wasn't sure why. Like the recent bout of anarchy and
insurrection, he hoped the thoughtlesstelling of truth wasn't the way of thingsto come.

She made asmall sound of distress at his answer.

Mayhaps atonic of betony and vervain would suit her better, he mused. She was becoming
overwrought, something he had hoped to avoid for her sake, but the condition was predictable. She had
been beaten and tortured, captured, chained, and had awakened in astrange place with only him for
company. Stronger hearts than hers would have trembled at the thought.

"Thekiss?' she asked.

Ah, she would have done better not to have asked him of kisses, but the maid obvioudy did not know
when to leave something alone.

"Red enough," he said, telling the truth when again alie would have served them both better.

A much larger sound of distress reached him upon that announcement. She dipped down into the
pillows, crying—nay, sobbing—about being doomed to be cheated and ruled by men and kissed by
demons, lumping him together, by name no less, with Ragnor and the Boar of Baor Keep. Normally he
wouldn't have thought anything of such amisassociation, especialy when made by one so naive, but his
more refined sensbilitiesingsted on taking offense.

"Ragnor isfar too much of anidiot to make aworthy demon,” he said, pitching hisvoiceto carry above
the sound of her weeping, "and what he did to you was not kissing. Asfor Caradoc, as| recal, he
knows hisway around amaid well enough to make any contact a pleasant one." Betony and vervain, and
honey for taste, he told him-sdlf, taking the jars off the shelf. She was beside herself with nervous
afliction.

"What of you?' Though still full of tears, her tone took on asudden intensity.

Him? He stopped halfway to the table and turned his gaze upon her. What of him? She had arare taent
for surprising him, he knew that much.

"More than bright enough to be ademon,” he said, hoping to God she wasn't asking him about knowing
hisway around amaid, as he'd been rather free with finding hisway around her, "and quicker and more
learned than mogt I've met."

"Y ou've met many?' A sniffle accompanied the question, and she used one of the bandages by the
bedside to wipe her nose. Even with her hair braided, she was amess, bruised and swollen, her skin
discolored by hisred powder. Had hereally thought her pretty?

"A few," he corrected her, continuing on to the table where he set down the ceramic jars.

"The Boar of Baor?Y ou know him?"

"Aye." Helooked up to the hundreds of dried and drying plants hanging from racks suspended from the
rafters. A few steps brought him to the one he sought, and he broke off a portion of stem.



"Then help me," she begged, the intensity in her voice turning to pure desperation. "Or let mego that |
may hep mysdf."

"Y ou cannot walk," he pointed out with no pleasure. Ragnor would begin paying for his violent manners
upon the morn.

"Do you keep me for yoursdf, then?

"No." The vervain went into the mortar to be ground into powder. "When you are hedled, Caradoc will
come. Y our cousin, Morgan, goesto him on the morrow to carry the news of your delay."

"Better to kill menow." Her desperation dipped into despair, then into anger. " And Ragnor too, for the
Boar will not go light with him."

He gave her abrief, discerning glance, then added another piece of vervain to the mortar, a short piece
to help lift her spirits an extranotch.

"Ragnor will meet hisjudt fate, while'tisonly marriage you face, little one," he said, trying to improve her
perspective. "Most women likeit well enough.”

"] am not most women."

He tended to agree, but kept the opinion to himsdf and dipped ameasure of water into the pan on the
brazier.

"Andif you believe dl | faceismarriage, you are afool, the more so for speaking of what you know
neught.”

Some of the water splashed into the brazier. Hed never heard sarcasm and despondency blended
together so nestly, in such atight package of condemnation. Sheld called him afoal.

He struck flint to tinder and started the water heating for theinfusion.

"Y ou cannot hold me," she continued, adding a good portion of resolve to her despair, proving hersdf to
be arare, multifaceted chit. Even so, the novelty of her presence was wearing thin. Hewould send a
courier to Morgan, letting him know the price had gone to two hundred marks.

Sheld cdled him afoal.

"I will hold you,chérie." He arched an eyebrow in her direction. "l will hold you until | haveamind to let
you go-*

Only slence greeted his pronouncement, which was asit should have been. Or so he thought.
"Beast." Theword came at him from the depths of the bed.
Hisjaw tightened, but he didn't deign to give her another look. "'If needs be, | can play the beast.”

Her answer, for he was sure she had one, no doubt tart, was arrested by the clomping sound of Erlend
climbing the sairs, curang on every step. The hatch was pushed open, followed by the old man.



"Yer goin' tamake yersdf sick, what with al yer bathin'." He hauled apot of water up after him, holding
the hot handle with afolded rag.

"Fill the tub and bother me no more," Dain ordered impatiently, pouring the ground herbsinto the brazier
pan.

Erlend stomped around the room, emptying the pot he'd brought as well as the cauldron of boiling water
on the hearth into the wooden tub, grumbling benegath his breath about some peoplesideas. Dain bused
himsdlf with putting honey into a cup and fighting the temptation to silence Ceridwen'stongue with a
stronger deeping draught. She was the foolish one, provoking him with her misplaced rebdliousness.

A soft, rhythmic tapping at the door stopped both men. Erlend looked up at Dain with awicked,
toothlessgrin.

"That one, eh?"

Dainignored him and went to the door. Edmese, at least, could be counted on asacaming,
noncombative addition to the evening.

He opened the door and greeted the maid with atouch of hishand on her cheek, which made her smile.
Then he took the tray she carried and gestured for her to comeinside, an offer hampered by Erlend
scuttling to the fore, bobbing and bowing like achild'stoy in front of the maid, cap in hand.

"Good €en, Edmee. Aye and ye did afine job with the gel, ademned fine job gettin' 'er to drink the
physick and dl. | waswonderin', tho, if ye might have aminute here or there." He laughed, adry,
cackling sound. "I got me an acheye see, and | was—"

Dain wasin no mood for the servant's lecherous wooing and with agesture, he set his black hound on
the man. Erlend yel ped and jumped away from the dog's bared teeth with a spryness Dain would have

thought beyond him.

"Begonewith you," he said, then called the dog off with a hushed command, despite the appedl of letting
Elixir eat the old bastard for supper and being done with him.

"I'mgoin', jongleur. I'm goin', | am." Erlend's voicetrailed off into mutterings of "demned dogs' and
"demned ungrateful masters.”

Dain followed him to the hatch and shoved home the bolt after the man was down. That al his problems
could be dedlt with so easlly.

Turning back to Edmee, he asked, "Did she eat well today?*

The maid nodded and spoke to him in her way, with her hands and expressions, using agraceful
pantomineto clarify when needed.

"Thelord and the lady? Together?' He repested her words aoud with an inflection designed to make
her smile. Edmee had a beautiful smile. He walked back to her side. "Mayhaps 'twas better | wasn't here
when they came. I've never yet had to fight them both off a once. Could be too much for me.”

A merry light cameinto her eyes, and her shoulders shook. Hed made her laugh. The night wasn't a
completeloss.



Her fingersflew in aseries of quick gesturesand signs, and it was histurn to laugh.

"No, Edmee. | can't cast an un-love spdll, and you know aswell as| 'tis not exactly love that brings
them to theHartTower ." Twasn't exactly lust that had brought them thistime either. Asheld told Morgan
he would, he'd gutted a chicken before them and had seen them both pale with the mention of Caradoc's
name. He was sure they'd come to see for themselves whether or not the maid fared well.

From her vantage point propped up in the bed, Ceridwen watched the pair with growing interest. The
mute maid had come before, earlier in the day. Something was familiar about her, the smooth ova of her
face, her auburn hair, and soft green eyes, yet Ceridwen knew they had not met. There had never been a
mute at Usk.

Themaid and Dain were strikingly beautiful together, afair match. He had warned her againgt putting her
trust where it would be betrayed, but hed warned her too late. She knew it made no senseto fed
betrayed by amythical being who had never existed, but her heart was not paying heed to sense. From
the moment Caradoc had found her at Usk, she'd needed a savior, and in the night, under the influence of
Dain's potion and dazzled by the dark fire of his gaze, sheld thought she/d found onein him.

She'd been wrong.

Sinking into the bed, she pulled the coverlets up to her face. She was aone, again, the more so because
of the easy friendship she witnessed between the other two on the far side of the chamber. All friendship
and family had been stolen from her. Even if shewished, she could not return to the nuns and novices at
the convent, not with the Prince of Gwynedd wanting her married and at Balor. There were no other
people to whom she bel onged, except athieving cousin doing the prince's bidding.

An unwanted tear ran down her face. She wiped it with a corner of sable fur. Her tears must stop soon.
Maybe they would leave with the pain. She had never thought she would miss the convent, but she
did—the quiet bustling of the nuns, the serenity of long hours spent in silence, the comfort of combined
prayers. Living with Morgan and his men, even for just afew days, had made her wonder if shewas
more suited to the religious life than she had thought. She missed her friend Bronwyn, and Sister Judith,
and Sister Isobdl.

Fighting asob, she squeezed her eyes shut and began asilent round of prayers. The familiarity brought a
measure of comfort, as did the faith. She dare not forsake her God.

An easy touch on her arm brought her head around. It was the quiet maid, bringing her supper. With a
sure and knowing touch, Edmee helped her it up and offered her Dain's draught in asilver goblet.

Ceridwen took asip and found it sweet. The thought to refuse the drink or the medl did not enter her
mind. She needed to hedl, and she needed strength either to fight or to run to the ends of the earth to

escape Caradoc.

Chapter 6




The maid had helped her to the chamber pot before settling her back in the bed and closing the curtains,
but Ceridwen didn't think the girl had |eft the tower. She hadn't heard the great door creak open, and
there were too many sounds of movement in the room.

Laughter reached her ears, rich and full. Twas Dain, she knew, recognizing the edge of hiscynic's heart
in the sound. She snuggled deeper into the bed and willed herself to ignore her pain and go to deep. She
had no use for hislaughter or his company, and she would not ask for his smples, but deep evaded her
with the same dogged nimbleness as freedom.

Water was poured somewherein the room, agreat rushing stream of it splashing down into more water.
Thelaughter stopped and was replaced by arumbling groan of pleasure coming from deep within aman's
throdt.

Inside the safe confines of the curtained bed, Ceridwen felt the vibrations of that greet sigh roll acrossthe
chamber to touch her. She shivered, but not with cold. Numawhimpered and scooted to the end of the
bed to push her head out between the lengths of green and yellow damask. Candlelight poured in through
the opening a ong with the murmurings of aone-sided conversation.

"Areyou sure you want to do that?' Dain asked, hisvoice as mellow and satisfied asacat's purr.

The slence that followed confirmed Ceridwen's suspicion that it was the mute maid and not the old man
who remained in the tower room.

"If you're going to play dangeroudy,” Dain went on, "mayhaps I'll increase my wager."
His laughter came after ashort break of silence.

Curious, Ceridwen angled her head to see him—and saw more of his backside than she could ever have
imagined, given dl her yearsin anunnery. Her first thought wasto look away, but her second thought
waylaid thefirst with surprising dacrity. He was beautiful and naked, lean and muscular and wet, with a
warrior's body from the breadth of his shouldersto the curves of his buttocks and the length of hisflanks.

Her gaze drifted over him, lingering in the shadows between hislegs, following the lines of muscle across
his back and farther to where he was marked with the sign of an ancient religion: A dark tore circled one
of hisupper armsin the dinky, graceful lines of awoad tattoo, and above the tore was arepetition of the
arcane symbols on his gambeson. The man was bound by charms even down to his skin.

As shewatched, he reached up into the drying racks hanging over the tub and chose afew flowers,
some with the bloom of freshness till about them, picked—no doubt—from the pots of plants set
beneath the window. He sank back down into the water, smiling a the maid Sitting on astool close by.
Between them was atable set up with agaming board and playing pieces.

Edmee wasfully clothed and already had sweet violetsin her hair, to which he added blueirisbuds and
pink roses, gently dipping each stem into the crown of braids circling her head. The effect wasthat of a

riotous spring garland. The maid didn't move once during his minisirations. Her attention was focused on
the board.

"Take care, Edmee," he warned, tucking in the last flower. "If you check me now, I'll have you mated in
two moves."

The maid glanced up with doe-eyed impertinence, then went back to concentrating on the board.



He laughed again and removed one of the roses held just put in her hair. Steam wafted up around him,
dampening and straightening his chestnut mane into lank strands and adding asilvery sheento hisskin. He
brought the flower to hisnose and lazily twirled it, waiting for Edmee to make her move.

Ceridwen watched everything, fascinated and oddly disturbed by the scene, by the sensudity of it, the
hint of unknown dangers. What she saw was laced with the forbidden, the more so for being observed
by hersdlf, yet the two of them appeared so casud, Dain most naturd in his nakedness. WWomen oft
bathed men. "'Twas not that which brought a blush to her cheeks, but rather the play between them. The
ar wasripefor something more.

Her gaze touched upon the studious maid and the chess game, then was drawn back to Dain.
Candldight marked him with shifting shadows, they did around the sinuous blue-black tore and the
curves of musclein hisarms, and down the bared length of his back. They hovered in the darkness of his
eyesand dwelt in the crease at the corner of hissmile.

The rose brushed againgt his mouth, and he blew into it, separating the pink petals and setting them
aflutter, his gaze never leaving Edmee—except when he brought the flower back to hisnoseto inhdeits
scent, and he gave the bed adiscerning glance.

Ceridwen blanched. The look was persond, focused on her with an impossble intengity. There wasno
way for him to see her in the depths of the greet bed, to know she was awake and watching—unless he
truly was the sorcerer Ragnor thought him to be.

She lowered her lashesin defense, not knowing if theinvasion shefelt wasred or her own imagining.
She had bdieved in hismagicin the great hdl, when hed swept in with his cloak billowing about him and
his dogs on either side. Now that vision seemed more of afancy, aglamoroustrick to snare weak minds.

She did not suffer from that affliction. The strength of her mind, Abbess Edith had assured her, would be
the end of her one day. He would not snare her. If he had power, most likely ‘twas only the power to
deceive... and the power to fascinate, she admitted, her head coming up at the sound of hislaughter. He
was unlike any other, playing both the spectral demon and the Light-elf with equal ease; and the beast
a o, she was sure, when the mood was upon him.

Edmee made her move to check. The game ended quickly, just as he'd predicted, in two moves, but
‘twas Edmee who took hisking, not the other way around.

"Y ou witch's daughter,” he said, laughing again. ™Y ou have beaten me. Be off with you, then." Hemade a
dismissive gesture. "Take your winnings and leave mein peace.”

Herolled over onto his back in the tub and rested his head on the rim, seeming to ignore the maid as she
wa ked up and down hisrows of shelves with a pleased sashay to her hips, picking and choosing what
shewould take.

"Not that one," he called out, "unless 'tisfor your mother. She knows well enough the use of crocus
Seeds.”

Ceridwen saw the girl take one seed capsule and return the jar to the shelf before moving on. When she
was finished, she went back to Dain and spread out her bounty on the gaming table for him to see.

"Y ou play well and choose wisdly, Edmee. Madron will be proud of you."



In reply, the girl made a gesture Ceridwen couldn't see, but Dain grew till.
" 'Tisnever part of the bargainswe make." And then, "Aye, you know well how to please me, but..."
Hisvoicetrailed off asthe maid dipped her hand beneath the water.

"Jesus," he cursed softly. ™Y our mother would put ahex on meto shrivel my balsif she but knew what
wedid."

For hersdlf, Ceridwen wasn't sure what they were doing, or rather what the maid was doing to him, but
she knew enough to understand that the hushed noises he made bespoke pleasure, not pain. There was
no mistaking the encouragement lacing hiswhispered words, just as there was no mistaking the effect
those words had on Ceridwen hersdlf. A flush of excitement coursed over her skin, making her painfully
aware of her body while at the same time overriding the pains she felt.

All the rules of God and men told her to look away, but she could do naught but watch the whole of it:
the intent tendernessin the maid's gaze and the smooth rhythm of her touch; the smal waves of water
lapping upon the taut shore of his abdomen; the arch of histhroat as he bent his head back over therim
of the tub, sending adamp dide of hair to the floor.

She could do naught but watch and wonder and fedl the strange heat of what she saw.

Dain let hiseyes drift closed as he sank into the spell Edmee wove with her hand. He released a bresthy
groan at one of the particularly enticing moves held taught her, but the sound was only haf pleasure, the
other half being frustration. Whenever Edmee visted, he always hoped ‘twould come to this or more, but
he never asked, had never asked, not even the first time when she'd so innocently seduced him with her
mouth.

Her mouth was not so innocent now asit had been at the Y ule. Sheld proven adept at everything held
taught her—from chess; to receipts her mother had sent her to learn, to the art of driving aman over the
edge.

Aye, the witch's daughter knew her way around a man's shaft with her tongue, as shed prove again soon
enough, but tonight he wanted more. Tonight he wanted akiss.

"Twasthe chit'sfault, for Sghing in his mouth with a sweetness he till could taste.

A kiss. Wasit so much to ask? He lifted his head and, silent and fluid, moved through the water to reach
for Edmee. The maid uded him with aquick step. Cursing and laughing, he sank back into the tub.

"Y ou are unreasonable," he exclaimed. "Could we not once do this thing face-to-face? With dl the parts
where they fit best?" And there wasthe truth of it, he thought. "Twas more than a kiss he would have
taken if hed caught her. After four years of chastity, he had succumbed to Edmee's mouth, and now he
wanted to be buried deep insgde awoman.

Edmee shook her head, and he cursed again, thistime without the laughter.
"I know what you think, Edmee, and for the thousandth time, you are wrong. | can give you much

without getting you with child." He watched her answer and grew more grim. It wasn't only the possbility
of achild that stayed her. Shewas virgin, and though he'd promised to leave her as such—at least the



firgt time—she was adamant about saving hersdf for marriage.

No matter to her that what she did with him was considered by many to be the ultimate intimacy, she
would not take him any other way; and in Wydehaw, he would have no other. In truth, other than
Vivienne, no other would have him. Some of the women were too piousto consort with awizard, and dll
of them were too frightened. Piety and fear, the same pair of reasonings that kept him out of Lady
Vivienne's much-used bed.

Asfor Edmegskiss, he chose to ignore why she would not kissfor the same reason he chose to ignore
what had brought her to him in thefirgt place. Magician's milk, sheld caled it in her way of things. Hed
never heard the like, not even in the tents of Jala a-Kamam, and as a cure for muteness, he ranked it no
higher than the most ridicul ous concoctions held seen for sale in marketplaces from Akabah tolondon .

Smart maid, she hadn't told him what she redly wanted until shed had him three or four times. By then
he'd been well on the path of amomentary addiction. Three monthslater he was ill on the path, and no
amount of talking had been able to convince her that while he couldn't cure her, he dso couldn't harm her
with hiskiss. Actudly, that ideadid have merit, of sorts, for afew years earlier shed kissed aboy who
had soon after died of fever. Within aweek of his death, she'd had the fever, and ‘twas the sickness that
had taken her voice.

He'd had the story from her mother, who was under the mistaken impression that amaid who wouldn't
kisswouldn't do anything else. Madron didn't make many mistakes, as either ahealer, trickster, mage, or
mother. Dain could only hope the one involving him lasted throughout hislifetime; and he could only hope
Edmee would return to his sde now and finish him off. "Twould ease him grestly, both in mind and body,
if not in spirit. His spirit needed the succor of akiss.

Edmee circled the tub, teasing and wary, giving him no more than he deserved for trying to push the
boundaries she'd set, but he was not overly worried. A finer art he'd never mastered than the tricks to
tease and entice, to turn sex into a sensudly charged battleground of wills and willpower. For all shed
learned, Edmee was no master of the art of seduction. He'd been easy prey. He still was, but in this
game, so was she.

"Come," he said, sweetening his voice and lifting his hand to her. She hesitated, so he added aguileless
amile. "Please, Edmee. Come have your way with me."

At that shetook his hand, the babe, and he dowly drew her near. With each of her steps, he rose higher
out of the wooden tub, until he stood before her, water running down his body and excitement pooling in
hisgroin.

Murmuring a soft sound, she sank to her kneesin front of him. He reached down to cup her head in his
hands. Thefirgt touch was dways a gentle one, to prime alover for what wasto come. Hed taught her
that, and she had not forgotten. She never forgot about the first touch, nor about anything else. She
played him like abard's harp, and there was a mindlessness in the act that he adored: the short and long
glides of atongue, the fed of awet mouth closing around him, the ddlicately calibrated scrape of teeth,
and him with nothing to do but receive therain of pleasureit al created.

She pressed her tongue into the dit at the tip of hisglans, and histhighstightened. God, she was good,
S0 very good, but tonight that would not be enough. The thought hit him even asthefires of release
kindled in hisloins and he made hisfirst thrug.

Damn the chit. He wanted akissto go with the rest of it. He thrust again, easing his shaft deeper, and



Edmee clasped him about the hips, so that together they could forge an ancient rhythm out of heat and
friction. A dark thrill coursed down his spine—and was made even darker and more thrilling by anew
awareness hefdt dipping through him.

She watches.

Helifted his heavy-lidded gaze from Edmee to the bed and searched the shadows there, wanting and
needing to fee Ceridwen's caress upon hisbody, even if 'twas only the luminous caress of her eyes.

The ddights of voyeurism were well within hisrepertoire, but thiswas different. It went deeper, hisneed
to make contact on an eementa plane. Ceridwen had kissed him and been enchanted, and enchanting.

A candle on the end of the table guttered out itslife in a sudden blaze, throwing aflash of light past the
damask curtainsto the pillows and proving what hisingtincts had told him. She did await him there,
watching, pale blue eyes glittering with shock and the pure undefiled heat of desire.

It was enough.

Hishead fell back as he groaned, and a surge of pleasure coursed through him, releasing the potion

Edmee coveted.

Chapter 7

March 1198
Balor Keep,

Merioneth,Wales

Busy, busy, busy. So busy. Snit scuttled through the murky dark aong the inside of the curtain wall,
clutching hisleather bag of hard-won booty: eyes of newts, and legs and tailstoo, and worm spore for his
measter, Helebore, plus alittle something for his master's master, Caradoc.

Caradoc the Ingrate, Snit thought, for nothing seemed to please the Boar. Why, only two days past Snit
had brought the lord arare wee beasty he'd found trapped in a spider's web, and the Boar hadn't
deigned to giveit aglance. But this eve's prize was sure to bring aboon. A beautiful mottled gray rock it
was, studded with fallen stars. Most of the starsthat fell above Balor landed in the sea. Evenif they
started well inland, by the time they reached the earth, their course had shifted them over water where
they fizzled and sank. Why, Snit conjectured, there must be a veritable mountain of fallen stars off the
coast ofBalor .

But one—A wide grin split hisface as he fondled the stone through his pouch. One had crashed into the
land, and he, Snit, had found the shards of it embedded in a smooth gray rock.



"Rich, rich, rich," he hummed to himsdlf. "Aye, I'll berich.”

He came to a corner and stopped, his gaze darting thisway and that. "Twas safer to stay closeto agood
stonewall, but 'twasn't dways possible.

"Ofttimes the bailey needs be crossed,” he told himsalf in no uncertain terms, girding himsdf for the mad
dash that would take him to the keep and his master's chambers.

The wide-open space loomed in front of him, flooded with afull moon'slight and dl its accompanying
shadows, each one asure hiding place for robbers and cutthroats, and him with his precious rock to get
home.

He swore, atangled garble of words. More robbers and cutthroats than usua since Morgan ab Kynan
had returned from the south with hiswar band and the prisoner Ragnor. Caradoc was going to rend the
red giant from limb to limb for his crime. Baor wasto have had alady, ared lady, and now they al must
wait. Snit felt aparticular affront at the delay. He'd been hoarding giftsfor Balor's bride for over a
fortnight and was most eager to shower them upon the maid.

Morgan's band wouldn't stay long. They never did. Never long enough to learn anything, or see anything,
or hear anything. Even those who lived in Balor never saw the things Snit did, or heard the sounds of the
deep dark.

The Thief of Cardiff was a strange friend for someone of the Boar's great importance. Morgan was light
and clear—odd for athief—barely a smudge of darkness about him, aman of no depth when compared
to Snit'slord. War had made them friends. Snit knew al about it from hearsay and rumor, asthe Boar
never spoketo him directly. Twould be unseemly.

A cloud passed over the moon, and Snit took it as an omen. He dashed across the bailey, hunching his
shoulders around hislegther bag, hiding himself in the cloud's shadow. With aloud gasp, he came up
againgt thewall of stone that was the south side of the hall. Nary arobber or a cutthroat had laid ahand

upon him.
"Fel" hecdled out into the bailey, crowing hisvictory.

A guardsman on duty at the bottom of the keep's covered stairwell crossed himself and muttered a
prayer. Snit caught the gesture out of the corner of his eye and spat toward the man'sfeet. Fool.

Heturned and felt hisway dong thewall until he came to the place he sought, adoor no bigger than the
lid on awooden chest. Indeed, ‘twas what the door had been, which accounted for its shape. Snit
fumbled on hisbelt for hiskey and undid the lock on the hasp. Then he let himself in and barred the door
behind him with an oak plank.

Inside the great hal of Balor Keep, Morgan watched as Caradoc raised aflagon of ale and quaffed the
whole of it. When the earthenware vessdl was dry, the Boar crashed it onto the floor with amighty heave
and caled for another. Thick golden hair fell on either sde of hisfacein cascading layers, but did naught
to soften the harshness of hisvisage or the dark fury in his eyes. Hewas a gtriking figure, large and
powerfully built, dressed in fine black camlet and samite in preparation for the bride that had not come.
His surcoat was quilted and embossed with arich gold thread, the damask tunic he wore undernegth was



pure white and embroidered with the same gold thread, a veritable fortune in clothes, and dl for naught.

No talk or laughter rose from the tables spread down either side of the hearth, though al were full. Men
atein slence, the pal of their lord's anger infecting every bite they took. The only one who dared speak
was asmdl child, no more than three, by Morgan's guess, and Caradoc's daughter, by the look of her. A
serious thing shewasfor one so little, and imperious, scolding the servants and making demands of a
dark-haired woman Morgan guessed was her mother. Both would have to go when Ceridwen became
Bdor'slady.

Morgan sat far to the left of the pair and hisfriend, though the term "friend" seemed to apply no longer.
When Morgan had delivered his news of Ceridwen, Caradoc had nearly struck him down, indeed, would
have, if Morgan had not blocked the blow. Of his own men, Rhodri and Dafydd had been closest, and
both had drawn their daggersto protect him. Though no blood had been shed, such actions between
men-of-arms |eft an irreparable breach. The next messenger sent to Balor by the ruling Prince of
Gwynedd would be one other than Morgan ab Kynan. He would not return, and he would warn Dain to
take extra care with the maid, for old ties were being forgotten.

Thwarted in hisfirst attack, Caradoc had taken his mood out upon anyone not quick enough to elude
him. Half a dozen servants had been cuffed with the back of his hand, one so badly he had not gotten
back up but il lay bleeding into the rushes behind the dais.

Morgan's band didn't often dare to travel by night, even when the moon wasfull, but the risks of facing
the night were far less than the risks of remaining within the reach of Caradoc's rage. Another dip likethe
thwarted blow and ‘twould be warfare. So they ate asif on tenterhooks, biding their medl and their
manners until ‘twas seemly to leave.

Sitting at the table below Morgan, the youngest of his band, Drew and Rhys, could not manage even that
little bit. Their trenchers were hardly touched, nor their cups. Morgan doubted if ‘twas the thought of
fighting their way out of the keep that twisted their guts. Something more than a belated bride was amiss
inBdor.

The castle was abuzz with the discovery of two men that morn, one dead, the other said to be gasping
hislast breaths in the leech’'s chambers below the hall. Crushed he was, the dead man, Caradoc's guards
muttered, his bones ground to dust within his skin. The second man was said to be only haf-crushed and
raving of demonsin the dark, of ungodly hesat, and unbearable pressure. The two had been washed up on
ashingle beach hdf aleague south of Bdor, after having been missing for asennight.

Drew and Rhys had argued for staying inside the castle walls rather than face whatever had done the
deadly deed. Morgan had prevailed, but it had taken Owain to convince the two younger men of the
wisdom of leaving.

"Bdor'smisery isitsown and naught to do with us," hed said. "Well be far safer in the mountains of

Eryri."

Aye, and Morgan could hardly wait to get there. He had known Baor Keep when it was called Carn
Merioneth and was related to both the former and the present occupants. He and Ceridwen were
cousins, though not close ones, and the cousinry of him and Caradoc, dthough traceable, was even less
close, but dl were of the ancient ruling line of Merioneth.

"Twas an old story of blood and love. Gwrnach had vowed to marry Rhiannon—they'd been first
cousins, as Morgan remembered—pledging to her both hislove and the strength of his sword, but hed



lost the maid to Arawn and lost Carn Merioneth with her, until hed taken it al by force and murdered his
fair cousinin the bargain, or so the story went.

Thus by dint of hisreations, Morgan had seen many changesin the holdings. Y et the place had changed
morein thelast year than it had with the destruction of the wooden palisades and the building of the wall
and castle keep. He liked not what he felt when he came to Merioneth nowadays.

Much of his aversion was due to Helebore, Caradoc's leech. The man's name meant death, and truly he
looked the part with his cadaverous pallor and sunken cheeks. Helebore had nary ahair on his head,
neither on pate nor eyebrow. Burned off by the devil himsdf, Rhys had murmured severa timessince
their arrival. Morgan wouldn't go that far, but the lack did give Helebore astrange, eerielook about him,
stranger even than histwigted little consort, Snit.

Aye, Caradoc had taken to keeping strange company of late. So 'twaswell enough they were away
after themedl.

Owain came up beside him and bent his head close. He was a heavy man, large and rough-looking. "
Tistime, Morgan," he said. "To tarry longer can do us no good this night.”

"The horses?"

"All isready inthe bailey. Y ou have only to bid adieu to our most congenia host. Try not to lose your
head in the doing of it." Thelast was said with what passed for Owain's smile, atight curve of hislipsand
no more than atwig'sworth of warmthin hiseyes.

"My head issafe," Morgan said, lifting hiscup. "'l saved hislife atAcre. For tonight that memory will
suffice, but no more, | fear." He drained the cup of ale and wiped his deeve across his mouth, then gave
Owainawry grin. "Seeif Drew's and Rhyss knees have stopped trembling enough that they may walk
out of the hal without disgracing the lot of us."

Their escape, for ‘twas nothing less, went smoothly enough, mayhaps too smoothly. Caradoc seemed
only too glad to berid of them, dl but shoving them out the gatehouse doors and dropping the portcullis
behind them. Owain feared atrap, but none was sprung. Morgan's fears were of amuch lesstangible
nature. HE'd brought a bound and gagged Ragnor to Baor, and that was as it should have been, and yet,
because of Ragnor, he hadn't brought Ceridwen ab Arawn—and mayhaps that was asit should have
been aso. Mayhaps the maid knew more of what wasn't aright with Balor Keep than Morgan had
dlowed.

Caradoc sat sprawled in achair by the hearth in Helebore's chambers, watching the leech perform the
ritual of extreme unction on the injured man they'd found that morn, Simon, one of Balor's guardsmen.
The other man had been named Cobb. Failures both, to have gotten themselves killed in the maze of
caves underlying the keep and then spat out upon a cold shore.

Damn Morgan. Hed failed in his quest dso. A ssimple enough matter, Caradoc had thought, to fetch one
sniv-dling virgin and bring her back where she belonged. She had a brother, though, and Helebore
thought that mayhaps the boy would suffice as nestly asthe girl for his needs. StrataH orida was not so
far. Hewould send someonein the morn.

Helebore's thin, colorlesslips moved as he spoke the last rites, his voice nearly drowned out by his



patient's mutterings, ravings, and occasiond screams. Every now and then, much to his distaste, Caradoc
caught one of theritua Latin phrases. Each one darkened his mood. He had been keeping himsdf ona
tight tether, letting his anger steep, and sizzle, and burn, and fill him with the power of rage. Now hewas
closeto bresking. His skin couldn't hold the pulsing, white-hot thing that his fury had become much

longer.
He had wanted her, only her, and she was being denied him.

He clenched his hand into afist and forced a deep breath into his lungs, holding himsdlf in check.
Twasn't time yet to give in. The man who awaited him on the ramparts deserved his undiluted wrath, the
one who had taken her from him—Ragnor.

"Two hundred swiving marks and oranges." The words soughed through hislips, soft and hissng.

None other than his old friend would have dared to ask for so much, yet ‘twas as hothing compared to
what the girl was worth. He knew Lavrans, too well, and he knew no woman would escape thejongleur.
Lavranswould put her in chainsif needs beto collect histwo hundred swiving marks.

The thought brought a ghost of asmile to Caradoc'slips. Twould be good practice for the maid to live
with Dain Lavrans as her keeper, for no one had less of a heart, excepting possibly himself. They'd both
had those fickle organs cut out of them piece by bloody piece in Sdadin's prisons and by their desert
magters. Twas only Morgan who had come through unscathed.

Dain must have been good, very good, Caradoc thought, his mood growing darker, for Jaa a-Kamam
did not have areputation for sparing hisdaves. Y et Morgan had been spared much. Not so himself.
Kdut ad-Din had spared him nothing.

"Liberanos, quaesumus, Domine," Helebore murmured. Ddliver us, we beseech Thee, O Lord.

"Old habitsdie hard, eh, priest?" Caradoc called out, hislipstilting into a sneer. He had no use for the
Church'sdrive, and heliked it not when Helebore regressed into hisformer ways. The man had cometo
Bdor from YnysEnlli, theide of saints off the far west coast of thelleynPeninsulainNorth Waes. The
Culdee monks on that sea-girt rock had tossed him off acliff one fine spring morning, expecting he would
be drowned by the weight of hisgrievoussns.

They had been wrong.

Heleborerolled hisblack eyesin Caradoc's direction, implying both disdain and chastening without
missing asyllable of therites. Caradoc paid no mind, his attention having strayed to the scuffling sound
and the flash of movement behind the brown-robed leech. He bared histeeth and dowly |leaned forward
inhischair, growling, until thelittle weasdl, Snit, yelped and scrambled to safety insde the dusty
cupboard he called home.

Helebore ignored both of them, making the sign of the cross on the soles of the dying man'sfeet.
"Perducat te ad vitum aeternam.” And bring thee unto life everlasting.

"Enough!" Caradoc roared, hislimit for piety suddenly and violently reached. He thrust himsdlftohisfeet
and brought hisfist down hard on the table holding the dying Simon. The table rattled with the force of his

blow, and the haf-crushed guardsman let out a pitiful, whimpering moan. "If youmugtpray, pray mybrideis
cometo Baor," Caradoc hissed at the gaunt leech, and hit the table again. "If youmustpray, pray Ragnor



is strong enough to endure my attention that my pleasure may last." Once more hisfist came down,
rattling the boards as he leaned in close. "'If youmugtpray, dear Helebore, pray al you have told me of the
pryfistrue, for if 'tisnot, Ragnor's fate will seem as ablessngcompared to yours.”

A moment of tremulous silence followed the tirade, then another moment into which Helebore injected a
most pious"Amen.”

Finished with his service, the leech cocked a hairless eyebrow in hislord's direction. Caradoc glared,
and between them Simon—jiggled to the edge by dl the pounding—dipped off the table, fully expired.

"Milord," Helebore said, after abrief glance at the dead man. He gestured toward the spira stone
staircase that led to the ramparts. " Shall we attend to the next dying man?”

"Aye" Caradoc muttered, reaching for his cloak and swinging it over his shoulders. "Attend and rend.”

Morgan and his men rode north and east, fording the River Dwyryd, leaving Merioneth and heading
deeper into the wild mountains, into the heart of Gwynedd. Morgan would report to LIywelyn, who was
rumored to be atDolwyddelanCastle , before turning south again to warn Dain. Caradoc bore watching,
by both his neighbors and hisfriends.

Thewind picked up toward midnight, swirling down the precipitous mountain track and bringing the last
stubborn flakes of winter snow. Spring was coming to the valeys and lower forests, but not to the
mountains. The high, rocky crags would be dusted white afore morn. Morgan caled ahdt at the next
small clearing. The men quickly set up camp and huddled down closeto thefire.

Owain took thefirst watch, with Morgan to follow, but Morgan had hardly closed his eyes, when the
captain was back at hissde. Owain said nothing, only knelt down and gestured to the south. Morgan
looked in that direction, wondering what he was to see, but then he heard it, alow keening sound, a
death wail coming from afar-off distance.

He shuddered and crossed himsdf, and wondered if the half-crushed man had died, or if there was even

more mischief afoot at Balor Keep.

Chapter 8

April 1198
WydehawCadlle,

South Wales



Lavender streams of clouds coursed across a darkening sky, bringing with them a sunset breeze laden
with the fresh smdll of spring. The scent drifted into theHartTower and mingled with the savory essence
of dried herbs, before winding a path around the thousand flowers hanging from the racks and ceiling. Of
al theroomsin the tower, Dain had made his bedchamber the most pleasant. The northern solar dways
smédlled rich and soft and sweet, a combination to soothe even atroubled mind to dreams and deep.

For dl hisregrets over what he had alowed—nay, encouraged—to happen at his bath afortnight past,
Dain had not lost any deep. And he did have regrets, one anyway, possibly two. He wasn't dwelling on
them, but he was aware of their existence and their cause—Ceridwen ab Arawn, the innocent one who
had seen too much.

She had spoken hardly aword to him since the bath and remained far too mortified to meet his gaze.
She averted her eyes and a blush blossomed on her cheeks whenever he neared, a necessity he had
avoided whenever possible, hoping not to upset her delicate sengbilities any more than he aready had.

His consideration was paying off. She was hedling, her bruisesfading, her spiritslifting. Shewas ableto
limp around on her own and use the chamber pot unaided. He'd fed her only the best food and insured
her rest with abit of degping draught in the evenings, and waswell pleased with her progress. The only
complaint he might lodge would be againgt her incessant praying. All that soft muttering coming from his
bed unnerved him.

He walked to the end of hisworktable and searched through the vessals on the worn planks for one
containingaquaardens. For al the good that it had done, he was finished with coddling her. Edmee had
seen to her needs for the last two weeks, but he did not care to have Edmee constantly underfoot. If the
chit would eat this night, ‘twould be from his hand.

He understood her wariness. Hed once felt so himsdlf, under somewhat smilar though less benign
circumstances, and it was time she learned not to be cowed by the unexpected, even the shockingly
unexpected. Though had he the chanceto do it dl over, he would not have shocked her as he had. She
was dready overly skittish about marriage. What he and Edmee had done could not have reassured her
in any way. Quite the contrary, she was probably more determined than ever to escape, and that he
would not alow.

So it was time to woo and conjure.

Hefound the jar he was looking for and returned to the middle of the table, to the stage he'd set for her
entertainment. He had decided on avery specid trick, tricks being so much more reliable than magic, a
trick so sublime even he bdieved init. Two bowls sat in front of him, both empty, and beside them a pair
of linen srips. In between lay his rowan wand, and scattered here and there were afew jars and pots
containing nothing more than water. A tallow candle flamed nearby.

He began with awave of the wand, dways a good place for amagician to begin. Then, with aflourish,
he used the tip of the wand to lift alinen strip and float it down into the first empty bowl. A brief
incantation followed, delivered with authority. His confidence was high, the more so for knowing he had
succeeded in capturing her attention from where shelay in hisgreat bed. A rustling of damask and anear
soundless dide of furs announced her piqued interest.

Hetried thetrick the first time with only water, soaking the linen and passing it over the candle. A
doused flame was what he got for his effort. He had expected no more, but he should have known she
wouldn't let hisfallure passwithout a disparaging remark. "Fool man,” the chit muttered, just loud enough
for himto hear.



A grintugged at hislips, but he managed to control it.

The remaining linen gtrip received onlyagqua ardenswith the incantation, and when he passed that cloth
over the newly lit candle, agasp came from the bed, followed by asnort of laughter.

He had expected no less. The linen had disappeared in awhoosh of flames, burned to acinder. Hewas
not discouraged. He was playing to an audience of one, and alittle calculated failure did much to soften
the mark.

He had no more linen, so he looked around the room, seeking an dternative. Luckily, amiracle
occurred. From out of thin air, asoft and dark blue ball appeared in the pam of his hand. He looked
appropriately startled and amazed, but did nothing beyond lifting hishand in front of him. Sowly, the
indigo orb blossomed in an untwisting spird, folds of cloth dipping through hisfingers, alength of it
rippling down hisforearm.

Silk, Ceridwen thought. Nothing else moved like silk, and nothing moved like sk in the hands of a
master, though she would have donewdl to call him thief aswell asfool. Her red book was missing.
Worse yet, with the book gone, she'd lost Mychael's letters.

She gingerly tested her jaw, but did not move her arm. The bite there ached clear through to her bone.
Thief Dain might be, but on the whole, her ot had improved since her night with Ragnor, abeit
temporarily. Unless she could free herself and reach Strata Florida, she still had Caradoc to face.

A series of Dain'sfluid moves had the gold-and-silver shot cloth floating in the air, swooping and soaring
with barely thetip of hiswand used for direction. She watched the graceful flight of silk and hoped he
had the sense not to try his magic on such acostly piece of cloth.

Hedid not, for his next move sent the scarf diding through the air into one of the bowls. She cringed,
and amost dared not to watch. Nothing had happened with hisfirst spell, and that was the best she
hoped would happen again, for his second spell had obvioudy gone awry.

Dain choseajar, but in the degpening gloom, Ceridwen couldn't tdll if it was one held aready tried. She
soon redized it didn't matter, for he poured into the bowl the contents of that jar aswell as most of the
other jars and pots on the table. The incantations began in earnest then, hisvoice rising and faling with
the rhythms of bewitchment. During a particularly potent-sounding phrase, he transferred the silk to the
other bowl and poured one last bottle of liquid over it, preparing it for certain ruination, she was sure.
When he lifted the sodden mass on hiswand and passed it over the candle, her heart sank in expectation
of theworgt.

Fire szzled and caught on the edge of the silk and, faster than she could follow with her eyes, encased
thewhole length of cloth with flame. She gaveit up for logt... but the cloth did not burn.

Her eyeswidened in disbelief. Fire encircled the slk like asheeth, flames and heat swirling around,
spiraling up, sparks of light flashing off the gold and silver threads, but the slk itself remained untouched.
When the flames died, Dain floated the scarf again, in the air and up and about, an indigo swallow soaring
through the aftermath of hismagic.

She watched him, her heart beating faster. He was as Ragnor had said after al, a sorcerer, a practitioner
of the dark arts she/d read about in the parchments hidden in the convent's manuscript room, the place
where she'd found her red book.



Heresiesfor sure, and pagan magic too, the cleric who had shown the parchments to Ceridwen had
said, trandated and transcribed by an eeventh-century monk who had thought he had an eye for ancient
history. The church had disagreed with bell, book, and candle. Ceridwen hadn't known that day what to
believe of the cleric's digointed and breathless ramblings, except when held loosed his braies, shedd
known enough to run.

Curious, she'dd gone back when the lustful cleric waswell and truly away, and she'd found wonders
within the heresies, story upon story woven into afantastical whole, aong with faded illuminations
showing atime of not one God, but of many gods and goddesses and the mighty wars of enchantment
they'd fought.

In the beginning, she'd found great comfort within those worn pages, for they recounted the stories of her
childhood, stories about the Children of Don, the Mother Goddess; about Ceraunnos, the "Horned One';
about Ceridwen, her namesake and the mother of the great Druid Taliesin. Those tales had beeri told
over and again by abeautiful mother to her children, her gentle fingers combing through their fair hair, her
voicefaling like an angdl's sigh upon their ears. Rhiannon had been her name, and Ceridwen missed her
dill, her loss having left an emptiness nothing had ever filled.

The years had passed dowly, and Ceridwen had spent many days e uding the prioress so she could
explore the nooks and crannies of the scriptoria, but the degper she'd delved into the century-old
parchments, the less comfort she'd found. Obscure references to Carn Merioneth had been written in the
margins of one of the manuscripts, leading her to another one written in the same hand and bound in red
leather. Thefinding of that book had set her upon her present doomed course, for what that scribe had
reported as myth, Ceridwen had known to be fact: Carn Merioneth had been aland of golden apple
trees, itsorchards praised far and wide for the sweetness of their fruit; aland of amber honey and forests
rich in game, hometo hart and hind, fallow deer, roe, and boar. All this and more had been protected by
apalisade of beauty and grace built on the cliffs above the wildirish Sea—and it had al been destroyed
by agiant who rose up out of the dark night wielding aflaming sword.

With such truth from the past facing her, how could she not believe what the book had gone on to
foretell of dragons and blood and evil men and her own grim future? And if perchance the history of Carn
Merioneth had smply been told by one who had been there, and the prophesy was no more than an
imaginative tale, how had that person known of pryf? For the dark mystery of the deepest caves below
Carn Merioneth had been written upon the pages of the red book as surely asit waswritten in her
memory and on thewalls of that long-ago tunnd.

Damned book. No power on earth could make her call dragons, and the only blood she would ded in
wasthe blood of Chrigt her Savior in Holy Communion. Asfor evil men, who could it be besides
Gwrnach and Caradoc, and as she loathed the father for his murderous destruction of her home and
family, sheloathed the son.

Y et her fate had arrived, in the guise of a handsome rogue whose smile had brought ablush to even
Abbess Edith's sour face, and she had not eluded it. Since the night the good woman had put Ceridwen
into Morgan ab Kynan's hands, betrayal had become the watchword of her life. The betrayd of al sheldd
learned in childhood, the betrayal of the convent's teachings, and the most painful betraya of al, that of a
mother who had filled her head with dreams that had become nightmares, and then left her to face them
done.

Her gaze followed Dain as he moved around the table. If she couldn't escape the nightmare, she would
have to fight, and within the depths of such amaster's knowledge could lie the seeds of her salvation, if



she had the strength and the means to use them against Caradoc.

The Boar was reputed not to fear any living man or beast, but if the red book was true—and she dare
not doubt it any longer—he would have need of magic, and she would rather give him magic than her
blood.

Dain had such magic. He had just proven as much, despite his earlier denids. He may not be Light-elf or
tylwyth teg, but neither was he amere leech. A man did not mark himself with strange symbols he did not
believein, and she'd felt the heat of Brochan's Great Charm hersdlf. Itaian glass, indeed. The old man,
Erlend, had not thought so. HE'd nearly jumped clean out of his skin when sheld brandished it. Asan dly,
onelike Dain could lend strength to her fight. As an enemy, though, he would do nothing to help her, least
of dl let her go.

She closed her eyes, dismayed that she had fallen so quickly into the depths of degradation, needing an
aly such as him to save hersdlf from eternal damnation. Not even the abbess had foreseen such an early
demise of her mord fiber.

Wicked man. She'd recognized his seduction two weeks earlier for exactly what it was, an act of utter
depravity, and she could not imagine what had induced the maid Edmee to rouse him in such amanner.
For hersdf, she heartily wished she had never been a part of what she'd seen.

But she had been. She'd fdlt his Sumberous gaze upon her, and she'd felt his deep groan of pleasure
vibrate through her after their eyes had met. That lush, prima sound had changed her somehow, touched
her in places she had never been touched, and every time shelooked a him now, shefelt those vibrations
gtir anew. Nothing in the nunnery had prepared her for him, not even the lustful cleric.

There were men connected with the abbey, to be sure, the chaplain mostly. At least three times ayear
the archdeacon came, more rarely the Bishop of S. David's. Men from the village purveyed with the
order or labored in thefields, but none of them had been like Dain, neither the holy men nor the villagers.
The son of aWelsh prince had come once, requesting food and lodging for his men; and as hisfather had
endowed the abbey in the name of his mother, the laws of claustration had been eased enough to alow
them to camp close to the convent walls. Ceridwen remembered looking upon the tall and handsome
young man, and sheld felt alonging, not for him particularly, but for what Gwrnach had stolen from her,
the chance to love and the birthright to marry well. She had not known then how foolish her longing had
been.

That long-ago prince and Dain shared asmilar arrogance in their bearing, but the younger man had not
had Dain's seductive grace, nor the intengity of his gaze. Over the last fortnight, sheld often felt the touch
of the mage's dark eyes upon her. It was more than ingtinct that warned her when he was watching; there
was atactile quality in the attention he was able to level across aroom. No other person shed
known—man, woman, or child—had possessed such ataent. Nor had anyone else been ableto set a
dancing flameto silk and leave the cloth untouched. Neither had she ever seen stitchery asfine asthat
which graced her face and shoulder. That alone was enough to convince her Dain worked in concert with
powers she did not yet understand.

Hewasrare, thisDain, and he held agood portion of her fatein the palms of his hands and in the tips of
his skillful fingers. She knew no better reason to enlist his aid through whatever means necessary, or
amost any means. She would not do what Edmee had done. She would not barter sexud favorsfor his
trinkets or hishelp. Not that she could imagine him wanting such from her. In traveling with Morgan and
his men, she had not noticed anyone reacting to her with so much as araised eyebrow. Morgan himself
had certainly wasted no timein turning down her offer of marriagein return for hisfighting arm at her sde.



No, she would not entice aman with her body or her favors, least of al asorcerer accustomed to sinful
pleasures. Asfor her friendship, it had no value beyond the gift itself, and she had no gold with which to
buy his services or histeachings. In truth, she had nothing to offer him except the chance to save her life,
and he'd dready done that once and done it very well.

She lifted atentative hand to the side of her face. She would bear scars. Whatever beauty she might
have had, Ragnor had stolen from her, but 'twould make no difference to Caradoc. He did not want her
for thefairness of her face and form. He only wanted her.

He only wanted her at any cost.

Theredization dowly registered, bringing with it thefirgt hint of advantage shed had in many long
weeks. She had no need of gold to gain Dain's support. Her leverage lay in herself. She had worth to
Caradoc, therefore she had worth to Dain. No doubt he had made that clear to her cousin before held
sent Morgan north. Shewondered if he'd dared to ask outright for ransom.

More than likely, she decided. She was betrothed to aWelsh lord, and she was being held in aMarcher
cadtle. The seeds of conflict were well sown in those smple facts. Should she escape, the wizard would
get nothing for histrouble, except awar.

Her bargain would be clear: in return for histeachings of magic, she would not escape him as she had
Morgan, for despiteits poor outcome, she had escaped Morgan.

Ceridwen amost smiled. Should the chance to escape arise, she would take it without a backward
glance or an ounce of guilt, no matter what she promised Dain, but it would have to be better than afair
chance. She could not afford any morefailures, neither physicaly nor emotionally.

She looked up to where Dain was again working &t the table. In the fading light he looked more than a
match for the Boar. Mayhaps not in bodily strength, but no one could deny the sheer presence of the
man.

It might be enough.

She knew from Mychael's |etters that Caradoc was said to resemble hisfather, and Gwrnach had been a
golden giant, a sun god gone berserk. His enraged stance in the blood-soaked bailey of Carn Merioneth
would forever be engraved in her memory. Her mother's maid, Moriath, had held her close asthey stood
on the hill above the keep, drawing her to her side and warning her not to cry out at the horror of what
they saw. Mychael had been spared thefind sight of their home in flames, for he had not awakened in
Moriath'sarmsuntil they werewell and away.

Mychael, dear sweet brother, was her only red hope of sdvation. Twasfally to believe in another,
especidly adark snner like Dain, yet Mychael might have been lost to her. Sheld received no letter
bearing hismark for nearly six months, and two of her own had gone unanswered.

Dain would have to do. Her gaze swept over him in ameasuring glance. Y es, the black-cowled sorcerer
would haveto do.

From his vantage point in the middle of the room, Dain pretended indifference to Ceridwen's perusa,
continuing with the intricate work of refolding the silk. He had more than accomplished hisgod. Shewas
near bursting with awareness of him, and unless he was mistaken, was actualy considering spesking to



him, something she had not done since sheid called him beast—an appellation he had wasted no timein
proving.

Ahwell, hethought, giving the silk bal an eighth of aturn and tucking in afold, what was one more
mortal sininalifesorich in transgressons? 'Twas as naught, becauise it had to be. Otherwise he would
have been buried by sin many long years padt, if not in hisfirst weekswith Jad, then certainly by the end
of the first month, when death had |ooked to be his only hope for redemption.

He pressed a completed fold with his thumb while turning the silk and tucking anew edge. Turn, tuck,
press. With each movement, light from the tallow candle flashed againgt the inside of hisright wrist where
athin white scar would aways be visible proof of what ayoung man could no longer bear.

"Areyou hungry,chérie?' he asked without looking up. Turn, tuck, press. "I have quail roasting.”

Hewaited along moment to hear her say, "Aye."

"Good." Hefinished with the costly cloth ball and wrapped gauze around it to help the silk hold its
shape. When the gauze was in place, he set the ball in abox and closed thelid. He ddliberately did not
look her way, be-cause of her disconcerting habit of lowering her lashes whenever he so much as
glanced in her direction.

Hedidn't blame her, not redly.

"Now then," he said, carrying the box over to put on the shelf with his smples and receipts, mixing magic
and medicinein hisway of things, "would you liketo egt in bed again? Or do you fed well enough to
attempt the table?"

"Thetable, if you please.”

If he pleased? The night was going better than he had dared to hope.

"No, Ceridwen, 'tisonly asyou please." He paused to give the spitted birds aturn over thefire. "I have
been charged with your care.”

"By whom?' she asked, the hesitation in her voice betraying her wariness.

"Soren D'Arbois" he answered, "thelord of this castle.”

"And of you?'

At that, helooked up, unable to resist the subtle challenge in her tone.

"Not quite," he said, suppressing asmile. "'l live within the walls of hiskeep, ‘tistrue, but at hisreques,
not hisorders. In truth, my presence is sanctioned through the grace of others who were herelong before

the baron."

"Others?' she repeated. "With authority over aMarch lord? Do you speak of the English king,
Lion-heart?'

Damn the chit. She wasforever tripping him up.



"Only under duress," he muttered, his voice dry as he lowered his gaze and gave the birds another turn.
"My lord?"

The smilewon out, teasing a corner of hismouth, until he lifted his head, by which time his face showed
nothing. " 'Tisnot King Richard | spesk of, and | am no oné'slord, mistress. | hold no titles you would
recognize. | have no lands other than the few feet of dirt holding up thistower. Y ou may cal me Dain, or
Lavransasyouwish, and | will answer."

"I have never heard of anyone owning atower who did not aso own the castle, Lavrans,”" she said with
the barest hint of sarcasm. He would not have dreamed it possible for such a sharp tongue to have
survived convent life.

"Wydehaw has no less than ten towers, of which the Hart isthe least strategically important, both in size
and placement,” he explained, hiding his disappointment at what sheld chosen to call him. No one had
blended the name Dain with such an innocent sigh of gppreciation since... sncetoo long ago to
remember. "The peace and services D'Arbois gains by my tenancy iswell worth the sacrifice of abit of
ground.”

"Peace with whom, if not Richard?' she asked. "For | cannot believe your Norman lord would allow a
Welsh spy to residein his keep to gppease his neighbors.”

"The peace of hismind, and | am hardly Welsh," he said, wondering if she was cgpable of making
merely polite conversation.

"Neither are you Norman," came her quick reply.

"l am no spy, lady. It matters not to me which way the winds of fortune blow between the English and
the Cymry."

"l amnolady."

He arched an eyebrow in silent but profound agreement and walked to the bed to remove the coverlet
of sable pdts. When he had it arranged to hisliking, padding one of the pair of massve oak chairs by the
table, he returned for her.

She flinched when he did his arms beneath her. He noticed, but continued with histask, lifting her close
to his chest. Shewas, as he'd expected, awvkward within his embrace, not knowing where to put her
hands, or whereto direct her gaze, or what to do with her body besides stiffen it into unmanagesble

angles.

"Can you relax, mistress? | would prefer not to drop you," he said, adding afase note of Srainto his
voiceto give her something to worry about bes des the places where they touched. He was doing enough
thinking about that for both of them, much to his bewilderment.

Her looks had improved with the fading of the bruises, yet ‘twas more than the pretty delicacy of her
face affecting him. His breath had changed when he'd picked her up, atering ever so subtly to her scent.
The curve of her thigh filling his hand made hisfingerswant to fed her skin; her breast was a seductively
discernible softness againg his chest. Shefdt very much awoman inhisarms.

Her only concession to his request was to tighten her muscles even further and to draw her lower lip



between her teeth. With aconcession of hisown, he refrained from telling her that if she needed to suck
on somebody's lip for courage, or any other reason, she was more than welcome to suck on his.

"That's better,” helied, and did hisbest to get her to the chair without doing more damage or making her
any more uncomfortable.

As he stepped down off the dais holding his bed, she shifted againgt him, relaxing alittle, her hand
hesitantly diding up his shoulder, retregting, then reaching fully around his neck to balance hersdlf. He
glanced at her and caught the beginnings of ablush as she quickly looked away.

Poor chit. He understood her dilemma. She was half horrified by him and half fascinated, neither of
which suited his purpose of wanting to heal her and send her on her way with the fewest possible
complications and the most possiblegain.

Hetilted his head to one sde to avoid alengthy bouquet of drying rue, bringing their heads close
together for the space of a heartbest. Trailing wisps of her thick hair brushed up againgt his, her curls of
white-gold winding around his own dark brown strands like paeivy. It was an undirected act of
intimacy, an act of innocence, yet the effect on him lacked dl innocence, reminding him well of the
methods of entanglement between aman and awoman. Reminding him aso of the rewards.

The thought crossed his mind to stop and tease her into blushing some more, to force her to meet his
eyes and to play agame he had long ago forsaken, until Edmee had lured him back.

But thisthing with the chit, thiswas not Edmee's fault. It had an apped al its own, the more so for being
forbidden, even if 'twas forbidden only by the needs of his purse and old ties of friendship.

"Thereisataetold of the tower heregbouts,” he said without missing astep, continuing on toward the
chair by the hearth. "They say 'tison this very spot that Arthur dayed the Boar Trwyth."

"l am dl for daying boars," she said, quiet fervor overcoming her shyness, "but Monmouth says no such
thing."

"Y ou've read theHistoria Regum Britanniae?" he asked in amanner to reved his doubt.

"Aye'" shesad, casting him aglance. 'l canread... and write."

He did not miss her inference, nor the fact that she had forgotten shewasin hisarms,

"Y our book is safe from harm." He set her down in the draped chair, resting her broken ankle on- a
bench and folding her within the sable coverlet. He started to rise and leave, but her hand grasped his
wrig.

"Thered book ismine." Her fingerstightened, underscoring the tenson in her voice.

His gaze lifted dowly from where she held him to her eyes. "And amerry chase through the old storiesit
isin places, migtress, haf of onething, haf of another, legping over the eons, mixing prophesy and heresy
with myth. ‘Dragons living lounge with poyson so stronge'?" he quoted, alowing asmile. "Poison made,
no doubt, from the maiden's blood which the book sayswill call the dragons home should dl elsefail—an
originad bit of whimsy, that. Dragonsin the north prefer gold to blood.”

"| care not for the preferences of dragons beyond Carn Merioneth,” shetold him.



His smile broadened that she should spesk of dragons with such seriousness. "Ah, yes. Carn Merioneth
of the golden apples, fruit of heroes and goddesses, of mortal men'sjoy and... love." Heturned his hand
over beneath hers, bringing them pamto pam. " '... comfort me with apples: for | an sick of love." "

She snatched her hand away, her face warming with the blush he'd expected. Sweet novice. There was
naught liketheSong of Solomonto discomfit the pioudy cdlibate.

"Y our Mychad, it seems, hasn't written for sometime,” he said, reenting from embarrassing her,
"whereas you have been very busy scratching away with ink and quill. Though | daresay you don't know
much about the scribbles you make, or about the odd script filling some of the other pages.”

"I daresay you know even less" shereplied, her voice surprisngly steady. She had stedl in her
somewhere.

He gave her agently sardonic smile. "A word of advice, chit. If | wereyou, | wouldn't admit to knowing
much either. 'Tisawonder they didn't burn you a Usk for al the pagan trifles expounded onin your little
red treasure."

"l am no grove priestess.”

"Despite the book, that much is painfully obvious,cariad. Y ou pray more than asaint." His smile softened
as he touched her face and dowly traced the line of diminutive stitchery starting a her brow. Her lashes
lowered and another wash of pink came into her cheeks. She made asiif to move away, but he fanned his
fingers and did them down to her jaw, trapping her chin.

She was awoman, not agirl, however virgind. There were signs of age upon her face he had not seen
that first night. Her skin was smooth, but not taut. A hint of the linesto come feathered the corners of her
eyes. Moretdling, those pae, luminous eyes were shaded with ahardness that had nothing to do with
color and everything to do with the will to endure.

His thumb skimmed her lower lip, and her blush deepened and spread to her throat. Aye, and probably
to her breasts too, he thought. He lowered his gaze, but could see no farther than the hemmed edge of
her chemise. Without looking up, he caressed her lips again, letting the pad of his thumb discover the
curve and softness of her mouth. The gentle swell of her breasts roseinto his touch on a sudden bregth;
then she stopped breathing atogether, growing utterly till. Twas al hed wished. Within the depths of
such atdling response lay the promise of much more, yet the game was no good.

Sighing, helet hishand drop.

"Breathe,chérie,” he suggested, smiling at her. "No matter what aman doesto you, aways breathe.”
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Chapter 9

"Dear Numa," Ceridwen crooned, diding her fingers up the dog's muzzle as the hound |apped water



from her bath. "Y our bresth will be as sweet as spring flowers.”

The sky had been overcast a dawn, but mid-morning had brought faint rays of sunshine streaming
through the window, adong with the unexpected delights of bathing in Dain's bowered tub.

Aye, thefates had shifted and were smiling on her now. Her gaze drifted to the bed. Dain had lft his
knife unattended after their supper, and shed wasted not a second in the stedling of it. "'Twas hiddenin
the ropesthat held the feather mattress, alovely gold-and-silver-hilted blade, waiting for thetime for her

to escape.

Breathe, the fool man had said, asif such was possble when he waslooming over her, filling the very air
with subtle menace. In truth, amenace so subtle she had trouble defining from whence came the danger,
whether from him or from within herself. He stole her breath, that she knew. Hewasamaster at it,
catching her gaze with hisown and robbing her lungs of air; curving acorner of his mouth in an amused
smile and stopping her breath. Breathe, he'd said, and she'd blushed like agirl.

Damn him. The night had been awkward and insufferable, and she'd done naught but dread the morning.
Strangely enough, her salvation had arrived in the form of Edmee, for the maid had banished Lavrans
fromthe solar.

Numalicked her under her arm, and Ceridwen laughed, tickled by the dog's rough tongue. She splashed
the animal away, sending asmall wave of water and afew rose petals over the tub's Side, then settled
down into the luxurious warmth, her head resting on a pillow on the rim of the tub, her splinted anklelying
on aboard Edmee had rigged to keep her bandages dry. She'd never known such pleasure. Bathing in
the convent had been quick and cold, and done out of necessity.

This, though. This soaking in bucket after bucket of hot water scented with roses and lavender, thiswas
decadence, if not outright Sin. A person with afuture as uncertain as her own should no doubt be more
careful, but 'twas difficult to think of sn when heat was melting her body al the way down to her bones
and steam was softening her skinwith itsfragrant mist.

Dain Lavranslived well for aman who waslord of no one. The previous night's quail had been succulent
with ahint of something sweet she hadn't recognized.Oranges , held said when she'd asked, too
entranced by the taste to feign indifference.

Oranges. Hiswedlth gppeared boundless within the confines of the tower he called his. He had rose oil
and dmond milk, a glazed window, and heavy tapestries on the walls. His clothes were of finelinen and
the most skillfully spun wool. The bed was rich with Silk coverlets and rare furs, the sable robe being her
favorite. The dark pelts were lush and thick and were the ones she wrapped around herself for deep.
Everything in his chamber seemed to wrap around her—the scents of his herbas and flowers, the bed
with its heavy green-and-yellow-striped curtains, the lovely sable, the curves of hiswooden tub. His
magic. His pres-

Shetrailed her fingers across the top of the water, sending ripples through the flower petas. Her intense
awareness of him bordered on both the frightful and the ridiculous. He wore his hair long, like abarbarian
from the north, which heldd adl but told her he was, having confessed to being fromDenmark . Y et his
manner of movement, the way he spoke, and ate, and dressed, belied any trace of barbarism.

Breathe, he'd said, and she hadn't been able to until hed moved away.

Edmee came up behind the tub with acomb in hand, and Ceridwen gave hersdlf over to themaid's



minigtrations. With each draw of the fine-toothed ivory, afresh infusion of lavender rose from the soap
the maid had used on her hair. Utter decadence, Ceridwen admitted, to be cosseted and fussed over.
She cupped her palm and lifted a handful of water to her breast. Utter, delightful decadence.

Copper of Cdais, two parts: soak in dlum and vinegar for two days. Readgar, ruddle, one part each,
native sulfur, one part, lead, two parts. Boil in divine water for three days.

Dain stopped reading and looked around for something to hold the book open. A skull on the shelf
behind the worktable came easily to hand, ahuman skull. He set it on the page, eye sockets facing out.
Off to hisright, an anthanor heated a till and two scorifying pans.

Nemeton's tower was full of the exotica used by men of learning in their quests for knowledge about
Nature and truth—and mayhaps about dark arts, if such aman was so inclined. The very walls of the
achemy chamber were marked and incised with formulasin Latin, Norman, and Cymraeg, long with
mysterious incantations Dain had yet to decipher, but which were written in characters Smilar to runes.
Murder aswell as magic was attached to Nemeton's name, and talk of banishment and of aviolent degth
much deserved, according to rumor. Y et Dain had sensed nothing of violencein the Hart. There was
power within its curved walls—aye, power to be sure—and enough arcanato daunt aless determined
man, but no violence. Would that he could have spent an hour in Nemeton's presence and saved himsdlf
years of searching for the unifying truth of al theBrittany bard had left in histower.

"Divinewater," Dain murmured, holding alamp high and moving itslight down arow of jars. Hed just
made some divine water and would swear hed put it on the shelves of the tunnel door.

Laughter drifted down to the achemy chamber from above, and was followed by a stream of water
running through the floorboards. Ceridwen's bathwater. Dain reached out, |etting thewarm liquid run
over hisfingersuntil it opped. The scent of roses and lavender survived for no more than amoment in
the harsh atmosphere of burning sulfur and distilling wine, but amoment was enough to disconcert him.

Edmee must bein good form to get laughter out of the chit, he mused. With luck, if the mute maid did dl
aright, she would soon have hisguest sighing in pleasure.

He had taken the stitches out the previous night after filling Ceridwen with roast quail and leeks and

sops. She'dd squirmed a bit and sucked in her breath afew times, but no actua yelling had taken place.
She was hedling well, except for the stiffness that had set in. That was why held sent again for Edmee. He
doubted Ceridwen would have allowed him to bathe her and oil her body, no matter that he was skilled
at kneading tiff joints and tight muscles, having learned the trade from aeunuch trained in acadiph's
herem.

Ceridwen wanted her book back. She'd made that very clear. He had promised to return it soon, and
had warned her that mayhaps she should not share it with anyone else after he did, especidly with the
name Ceridwen written here and there among the pages—which, hed gone on to explain, could refer to
any number of Welsh maidens, and most likely referred to someone legendary or long dead. Her only
reply, of course, wasthat she hadn't shared the book with him. Hed stolen it.

He'd read it too, most of it, and a strange thing it was, atome in many languages worthy of Madron's
perusal. Pagan philosophy and prophesy were not usually found in Christian abbeys, nor tales of sea
dragons and maiden's blood, storiesto riva anything hed heard in the deserts of Arabia.



There were dl manner of dragon tales about these days, the stories having become popular since the
Chrigtians had sainted a Cappadocian martyr and dragon dayer, George, and made him the patron saint
ofEngland . Nowadays the creatures were ametaphor for everything from demons and devils, to snakes
and mercury. Even achemy had its share of dragons, as dlusionsto matter, body, and metal; with the
dragon's Sister representing spirit, soul, and the dusive quicksiiver. Thetwo in opposition crested a
whole, and the pair were oft depicted as awaxing moon in opposition with its waning counterpart.

Asto thered book's referencesto "evil men," well, held never had to look very hard to find an evil man,
though he'd never met one determined to take awoman's blood for the sole purpose of luring sea
serpents up from the ocean. The most curious Latin snippet he'd read—the one language in the book
he'd recogni zed—had been about something calledpryf. They had been referenced to the bowels of the
earth and universal sdts—whatever those might be—and to secret essences, dl of which had sounded
achemicd to him and therefore worthy of further sudy. The book said there were places, mostly caves
and such, where one could hear thepryf'skeening cries, and that a those same places one might smell a
certain rich earth scent, redolent with a sweetness oft associated withpryf. Unfortunately, there had been
no physica descriptionof pryf, but he would keep an eye out, having no averson to alittle dissection if it
would provide him with some untried substance for histill.

Ceridwen's brother's | etters, which she kept in the book, were no lessintriguing. Mychadl'smind had a
delightfully mystical bend to it. So much so, Dain wondered if he practiced achemy and the red book
wasactudly his.

"Twasn't unknown in the monasteries. Asto her brother's lack of current correspondence, mayhaps he'd
accidentaly killed himsdlf. It happened with alchemy, athought that brought Dain back to thejob at
hand, purifying metalsfor transmutation.

Divinewater, he reminded himsdlf, lifting thelamp again.

Taking care of the maid had cut into hiswork, putting him days behind schedule, yet hefelt closer to
success than he had in along time. Purity was the key, utter, absolute purity, and he was achieving it with
his new apparatus and the long-awaited eastern cinnabar, the substance used for making mercury, "the
dragon'ssister.” The purest metals could be changed into gold by the purest sublimations, the end goa of
many, but the least important to Dain's mind, what with every charlatan in the relm able to double gold.
By the same process, the purest gold could be changed into the Philosopher's Stone, arare feat for even
the most skilled achemists. And then, by taking the purest Stone and bringing it again through the
elements of earth, water, fire, and air in their purest states, the alchemist could extract the dixir and the
pneuma, those few precious drops of liquid with the breath of spirit about them, which could transform
not just mere metd, but man himsdf.

Transformation. That was what Dain searched for in hislowest chamber, true magic.

Edmee came for him much later, dipping down the wooden stairsin her quiet way. Geridwen dept, she
said with her hands.

"Did she eat the chicken pottage?* Aye, and agood portion of bread too. "And you, dear Edmee? Did
you aso sup?' When she answered, he understood that he no longer had any nut and honey sweetmeets
in his cupboard, for she and Ceridwen had enjoyed every last sticky piece. He grinned at the audacity of
the maid. The sweets had come dear. "Mayhaps you'll come another day, after | have replenished my
supply of comfits”



A teasing light lit Edmee's eyes, and his smile broadened. She laughed then, the silence of the sound in
no way diminishing her enjoyment. Edmee loved nothing better than getting the best of him, and God
knew, she had araretalent for that.

He was tempted to reach for her, but it wasn't to be. One of his pots bubbled over, sending apae
golden liquid hissing into the brazier. By the time held saved the pan of egg ditillate, she was gone. He
caught the last flash of her skirt as she disappeared up the stairs and dropped something behind her. A
rolled bit of parchment it was, floating to the floor with uncommon grace.

He wiped his hands on arag before picking up the message and bringing it to hisnose. Madron. There
was no wax seal, which in no way meant the letter was not important or private. Madron never lowered
hersdlf to flagrant measures when the subtle sufficed. The scent of smoke and the herbsd agowas enough
to warn any local ruffian of whose wrath he would engender should he violate either the messenger or the
message. A thief from outside the demesne would not fare so well.

The witch had shown Dain the magic of it one night, taking aletter written to another and passing it over
abrazier of codsholding asprig of the herb. Smoke had curled up and around the folds of parchment
while sheéld chanted the person's name. When sheld given it to him, the letter had been warm but
unchanged. Hed fdlt it al around and found nothing, then he'd opened it and damn near burned his
fingers on the flame that burst forth and consumed the message. Much to his annoyance Madron had not
shared the secret of thetrick, and held been too full of wine that night to discern it for himself.

Not so this afternoon. The only wine hed had was what held put into hisstill.

The letter opened without mishap, but not without effect. Twas an invitation to dine in the witch'sown
lair, dways an interesting evening, and this one promised to be even more so. He had never been
encouraged to bring aguest, let aone commanded to bring one. Ceridwen, it seemed, was the exception.
Madron wanted to meet the maid.

The Cypriot picked her way through the moonlit forest, her warm breath clouding the night air, her
ddicate hooves snapping twigs and crushing dry leaves. Ceridwen flinched a each sound, sure they were
announcing their folly to wolves and any number of beasts and brigands.

"These woods are safe, else | would not have brought you," Dain said at her back, shifting hishold on
thereinsto better cover her with his cloak.

His assurance helped but little when combined with his nearness and her unshakable conviction that they
were being watched.

" 'Tisnot far," he added—asif that helped. She saw no reason to meet the woman named Madron,
especidly when it meant riding through the Wroneu Wood at night. Sheld told him as much and had
made not adent in his course of action.

He had not won dl, though. One good thing had come from the night's journey. She now knew there
was another way out of the tower besides the door in the middle chamber, which, unlike any other she'd
ever encountered, did not open when the latch was lifted. There were no locks on the damn thing. It
looked ordinary enough, but it did not open. The firgt time sheld struggled with it, she'd thought mayhaps
it was the weight that kept it from moving—'twas ahuge door set into bluestone. But she was stronger



now, and when shed found herself donefor afew momentsthat morning, shedd tried it again. Nothing
had moved. Escape, if it was to come, she'd redized, would have to come by another route, and tonight
Dain had shown her theway. True, she'd been blindfolded, but she had other senses. There was a door
in the lower chamber, avile, sulfurous-smelling room, and beyond the door was atunne leading to
freedom.

A shiver coursed down her spine. She had not liked the tunnel, the closeness and the cool damp of it,
the echoes of sound bouncing from wall to wall. It had reminded her of another long-ago place that was
reaching out for her again, calling for her to return—the caves beneath Merioneth and the passage
markedpryf.

"Areyou cold?' he asked.
"Nay, 'tisonly—Ahh." Shelet out agasped cry asthe mare snorted and reared up.

Dain swore and lunged forward, flattening Ceridwen againgt his chest as he grabbed afistful of the
Cypriot'smane.

"Ng!I" he commanded, pulling the horse's head down by the reins. She obeyed immediately and stood
trembling beneath them, her flanks heaving. "Llynya, damn your hide, show yoursdlf before the mare's

heart bursts from fright.” He called the words out into the trees, but was answered with naught but
Slence

Her pulse racing, Ceridwen searched the overhanging branches and reached for the gold-and-silver
dagger shed hidden in her boot. Her ingtincts had been right. They were being watched.

"Llynya," the sorcerer warned in atone that set the hairs on Ceridwen's nape on edge. He'd used much
the same voice the night sheld tried to sc Numaon him. LlIynyawould do well to run while she had the
chance, though what awoman was doing in the forest alone at night was beyond Ceridwen'simagining.
"O Great One," afemde voice boomed out, coming from on high.

The Cypriot shied to the lft, into a patch of gorse, and was startled al over again by the prick of a
spine. Ceridwen pulled her knife, prepared to fight.

"What'sthis?' Dain grabbed her wrist and turned it to throw light on the blade, |etting the horse prance
between shafts of moonlight and the shadows.

"Mayhapsmy life," she said through gritted teeth, trying to jerk free and failing. "Or yours."
"| think not." He disarmed her with one hand and hollered again, "LIynyal™
A faint rustling was heard from above, followed by abranch faling to the ground and a soft curse.

"Aye, you'relosing your touch, sprite.” Dain laughed and pulled Ceridwen even closer, much to her
dismay. "Come hither and state your case.”

" 'Tisnot my case, O Great One, but Rhuddlan who bids you welcome in hiscamp.” Another curse
followed the pronouncement, then adark-haired angel fell out of the sky and landed in athicket of
elderberry bushes.



"Jesu." Dain was off the horse and racing for the woman even before she hit. "LIynya" He pushed his
way into the bushes and bent over the dight form.

Ceridwen didn't wait to discover if the foolhardy Llynyahad died. She leaned close over the Cypriot's
neck and kicked the horse hard. The mare broke into arun, only to be brought up short.

"Bliv!" Dain barked out the command, and Ceridwen's escape came to a hoof-diding halt.

She kicked the horse again and was rewarded with anip to her leg. She would have given it another try,
but suddenly she was surrounded. Half a dozen men dropped from their hiding placesin the trees, each
onelanding with alightness that belied the height from which they'd jJumped. Like nighthawks they were,
with their hair streaming down behind them and their cloaks spread out like wings.

Four ingtantly nocked arrowsinto their bows and stood facing out from the circle they made around the
edge of the clearing. The fifth sprinted toward Ceridwen and took the Cypriot'sreins. The sixth, their
leader by hisbearing, strode directly to Llynyaand Dain. All the newcomersweretal and dender, with
broad shoulders, long legs, and al but one had pae hair that shimmered in the moonlight. Their cloaks
were multicolored in shades of gray and green, their leggings and tunics the same, dl belted with braided
grips of atawny hue. More strange than the commonness of their dress were the marks upon their faces,
broad swaths of darkness painted on in lines both horizontal and diagonal . Ceridwen near swooned, sure
she and Dain had brought wood demons down upon themselves.

"How fares she, Lavrans?' The leader spoke, his voice soft and deep, and clear like the winds of spring,
not at al like any demon sheldd imagined.

"Sheisof the Quicken-tree clan, Rhuddlan,” Dain said. "It will take more than an elderberry bush and a
fall from an oak to kill her. See, dready she comes back to us.”

Assured somewhat by Dain'sfamiliarity, but heartily wishing he had not taken her knife, Ceridwen
strained to see around him and the man called Rhuddlan to where the woman was beginning to stir.

" "Twas Shay | sent to find you, not LIynya," Rhuddlan said, "but she is always overeager to prove
hersdlf. We caught up with her just as shefdll.”

"I didn't fal." Still splayed across the elderberry, the woman spoke in aweak voice. " Shay pushed me.”
"Did not," the young man holding the Cypriot's reins said, his shoulders squaring and his chin jutting out.
His paint was diagona, aswere al the bowmen's, leading from hisright temple to the left sde of hisjaw,
and his hair was dark, near black. "Yedipped.”

"Sipped with your hand pressin’ on my back," Llynyaretorted with surprising strength.

"l wastrying to keep you from breskin' your neck."

"And you knocked me clean off my perch with dl your care

No woman, this, Ceridwen thought, listening to them bicker. LIynya sounded no morethan agirl. A
touded head lifted up from the bushes between Dain and Rhuddlan. Twigs and leaves were stuck this

way and that in the tangled and plaited hair surrounding the imp's dirty, but otherwise unmarked face. She
stuck her tongue out at the stoic Shay, confirming Ceridwen's guess.



" "Twould be safer to let them resolve the shoving match in camp,” Dain suggested, helping Rhuddlian
freethetrgpped LIynya

"Aye." Rhuddlan laughed and dusted the girl's bot-torn before setting her loose. She disappeared ina
twinkling, mdting into the forest with nary asound to mark her passing.

The unnatura feat brought afrown to Ceridwen'sface, tugging asit did at amemory she could not quite
bring to thefore.

"Come," Rhuddlan said, clapping hishand on Dain's shoulder. " Share our medl and let usfill you with
drink."

"Theair fair reekswith hospitdity this€en, Rhuddlan,” Dain said, smiling a hisfriend. "Madron hasaso
invited meto sup.”

"That onewill do naught but work you over," Rhuddlan warned with aknowing grin. "L et her wait until
mom.”

"Shetakesto waiting like an unmilked cow," Dain said dryly.
"Aye," the Quicken-tree leader agreed, "but we travel north before dawn, and | would talk with you."

"North?' Dain repested, not bothering to hide his surprise. ™Y ou could have hardly more than arrived,
and are weeks early, at that." The people of Quicken-tree did not often come to Wroneu Wood before
Bdtaine. "What awaits you so urgently in the north?"

"Trouble a theleast,” Rhuddlan said, his expression growing somber. "Mayhaps more.”

The Quicken-tree camp was set deep in the heart of the woods, approachable only by atrail that wound
anarrow path behind the cascade of athundering waterfal. Ice crystals glazed the water-worn track,
glinting in the torchlight and adding treachery to each step. Dain led the way, the river sheetingin aliquid
arc over hishead.

He had not been to the secluded grove of oak and rowan since the Y ule, when the river had been frozen
and the trees had been deep in snow. He'd spent the night alone, nursing astrange melancholy and
tending afirein the remains of one of the previous summer'swillow shel-ters. Twasthefirs time hed
been in the grove done; Rhuddlan and his people had long since left. They were dways gone before the
first snow and never returned until after the last one. Summer folk they were, with the freshness of spring
aways about them, new and green like tender young shoots. Except for the bowmen. "Liosdfar” they
were called, and they had the demeanor of an dite guard.

Madron knew them well, though sheld said little beyond the advice shed given him when hed first come
to Wydehaw, that any service he could provide the Quicken-tree would be repaid tenfold.

Dain smiled. Madron was awitch. He had no doubt that she had known exactly what service Rhuddlian
and his people would need of him and exactly how much it would cost him to provide it. They wanted
nothing less than on one night ayear, May Eve, that he who believed in nothing should believe enough for
al of them. Beltaine, they cdlled the night in an older tongue, and Galan Mai in an even more ancient
language, but by any name the night was filled with the heavy magic of afecund, blossoming earth.



Hissmilefaded as he pulled his cloak tighter around himsdlf. It had been alot to ask of acynic, yet time
and again he returned to the Quicken-tree. Their demands were not so grest that he could not comply,
and they paid him well enough: thisyear in cinnabar, the year beforein gold. Their first gift had been the
Cypriot, freshly foaled from Rhuddlan's mare.

The Quicken-tree leader was generous with his knowledge of the planets and the stars too, and was
especialy learned when it came to the e ements of the earth. He had aso known Nemeton, builder of
theHartTower .

In truth, Dain had cometo look forward to histime with the strange, landless folk who wandered at will,
bound up in areligion that no longer existed except in their own heartsWaleswas full of pauper princes,
men with anoble lineage and little else, men like Morgan. Rhuddlan and his band fared better than mogt,
carrying with them no more than the poorest desert tribes did, but never going hungry, and
never-reduced to wearing rags to keep out the cold.

The midway point of the water track was marked by arock jutting out of the overhanging ceiling. The
massive stone diced an opening in thefals, leaving aspace for theriver fog to gather into amisty,
earthbound cloud. Farther back, a cave entrance loomed darkly, sucking little wisps of vapor toward its
mouth. Dain looked over his shoulder to check Ceridwen'slocation before stepping into the mists.

Rhuddlan brought up the rear of the smal band, his gaze straying often to Rhiannon's daughter, searching
invain for signs of the mother. For al the fairness of Ceridwen'sface, a softness was missing, a softness
of spirit that had enabled Rhiannon to stand in the gateway of time and see the present clearly. He had
been in the cavesthe last time she had done o, the night men had brought war to Carn Merioneth, the
night she had died.

Hewould have saved her lifeif he could have; but al the fighters of Quicken-tree and Carn Merioneth
together hadn't been able to hold the keep against Gwrnach and hiswar band. All of Quicken-tree had
been unable to save Nemeton. There had been only one victory for Rhuddlan that night. Deep in the
caves, much deeper than the place where amaid had used fire to protect the ancient ones, he and
another had drawn the ether up from the earth and the tides and had sedled the doorway to thepryf'sdark
maze; and by so doing, had sedled their own fate.

They had not had a choice, not with Rhiannon dead and Nemeton dying and dl of Carn Merionethin
flames and overrun by men. The union of the two, forged in the crucible of the dragon wine, was of the
Sun and the Moon, was the weir of balance, and it had been torn asunder. The sanctity of Carn
Merioneth had been breached. With chaos ruling above and al of Quicken-tree on the run, the gateway
could not be left open and vulnerable.

For fifteen yearsthey had been exiled from the land beyond the labyrinth, unable by themsalvesto bresk
the seal. Nemeton, their Beirdd Braint, a privileged bard, had been lost to them, but Rhuddlan knew
another dways came.Intime, intime.

And s, intime, another had come. Dain Lavrans, amage who, Rhuddlan knew, didn't fully understand
his own adeptness and skills. There were subtle levels of power within himsdlf that Lavrans had yet to
discover, and others he had yet to control. The pathsto such discovery and control were wound
throughout theHartTower , hidden within the structure and yet blatantly exhibited for those who could
see. Certainly Lavrans had found enough of interest to keep him in residence.

The Dane had been the one to open the Druid Door, closed tight and unbreachable for dl the years



since Nemeton's banishment. The feat had been beyond the skills of the hundreds who had tried, hoping
to gain Baron D'Arboiss favor and his prize of gold. Lavran's success where so many others had failed
had brought him the double-edged blessings of Rhuddlan's patronage and Madron's scrutiny. So far, the
sorcerer had survived both.

Now the north was again in turmoil, and they had need not only of Lavrans, but of another like
Rhiannon. Rhuddlan doubted if the woman riding the Cypriot would suffice. There was strength in her, to
be sure—hefdt it even from a distance—but no softness. She would break before she would bend,
doing none of them any good.

The mists ahead of him swirled with agust of warm air, earthy and rich, artling the woman. He
followed her wary gaze to the mouth of the cave, and a surge of excitement laced with unease pulsed into
hisveins.

Someone was trying to break the seal, someone with an unsure touch. He'd sensed the stirrings of Ddrel

Goch and Ddrel Glasin the deep beyond, and he'd felt the crude power of the one calling them ripple
through the earth and rouse thepryf. Twould be good to go home again, but not at the cost of having

grangers invade the dragon nest.

Chapter 10

Lanternswere tied to tree branches throughout the grove, glowing like low-hung stars and warming a
night wind filled with the scent of budding flowers and the soft nickering of horses. People were here and
there amongst the rowans. Ceridwen had glimpsed Edmee in one of the groups, seeming quite at home.
The maid had lifted ahand in greeting and smiled before going about her business. A few people were
making camp under the huge, graying oak that rose up at the base of a densely wooded limestone cliff,
the western defense of the hidden place the Quicken-tree called "Deri." To the east and north of the
grove the trees and thickets gradually grew into an impassable tangle of vegetation caled The Bramble.
Theriver guarded the south.

Ceridwen learned al this during the meal, surrounded as she was by women pleased to talk about their
home. There were apple treesin the wood, they told her, and hazelnuts grew close by, along with
dewberries and mulberries. Grain they harvested from the wild grass.

"Twasn't wheat, Ceridwen thought, taking another bite of the small cakesthey'd served. Nor barley,
odas, or rye. The cakesweren't spiced, yet were nonetheless flavorful. The flavor of what, she couldn't
guess

"Y ou've been hurt,” awoman named Moirasaid, her fingers stroking the scar dong Ceridwen'stemple.
Moirahad a cherub's face composed of soft curves, rose-blushed cheeks, and grass-green eyes. Her
hair was ahoney brown and plaited into a crown around her head. Like al the others, her tunic was
made from a cloth with patchwork shades of gray and green, though in better light Ceridwen noticed the
gray shimmered more like silver and the green shifted hues with every movement of the cloth, not that
there was much cloth to move. The women's tunics were far shorter than anything Ceridwen had ever
seen, faling to just past their knees. Startling enough, but nothing like the shock sheld felt when an



inadvertent glance had shown them to be wearing braieswith their hoseen coulisse.

Conventswere not courts of fashion, yet Ceridwen couldn't fathom that women's clothing could have
changed so dradtically in fourteen years. The dresses sheld seen at Wydehaw had seemed normal

enough.

"Isthis Dain's heding work?' Moiraasked, her fingers again stroking down the side of Ceridwen'sface.

"Aye" she said, and wondered at the lightness of the woman'stouch. Twas asif thetips of Moiras
fingerswere warmed by aninner fire.

" 'Tisgood work," LlIynyasaid, her hands busy as she combed and plaited Ceridwen's hair into the little
braids she'd promised to make. A thousand at least, she'd sworn, mayhaps more. The sprite had claimed
Ceridwen for her own, staying close to her wherethey al sat on thick rugsin alean-to of woven willow
wands. The rugs were of exceptiona quaity, uncommonly soft and heavy and woven in the most intricate
snuous patterns. Ceridwen could scarce keep her hands from rubbing along them.

"Aye," another young woman said, "but he should have brought her to us." She clicked her tongue and
reached out to touch the scar. Her fingers, too, felt warm and soothing.

"Weweren't hereyet, Elen,” Llynyasaid, her voice like birdsong in Ceridwen's ear.
"Then Madron should have sent for me, a least,” Moirasaid. "Elen, bring me therascasave.”
The younger woman excused herself and went to do as she was bid.

"Madron could not have known," Ceridwen said. "My own traveling companions didn't know what had
happened to me until well after Lavrans had locked mein histower."

Moiradismissed the explanation with awave of her hand. "Madron knows everything.”

"Locked?" Llynyaasked, her confusion showing in thetilt of her head. The tumbled mess of her
cod-black braids and twigs shifted with the gesture. For dl the care and attention she was lavishing upon
Ceridwen's unruly curls, shedd given no notice to her own. "The Druid Door has not been locked for
years”

"I've brought Aedyth'ssalve," Elen said, returning from the neighboring lean-to. " 'Tis her newest batch.”

"Thiswill set youright." Moirasmoothed a dab of the stuff onto Ceridwen's skin, but the patient's
interest was focused on LIynya, who obvioudy knew something about the damn door.

"It won't open,” Ceridwen said. "I'vetried. Thelatch lifts, but the door won't open.”

"Did you spesk the magic words?" LIynyaasked, her nimble fingers making quick work of one plait after
another, each bound with thetiniest strip of slver-gray cloth.

"I know no magic words."

"Ah, thereésyour problem.” The girl laughed and leaned forward, placing akiss upon Ceridwen's cheek.
"Y ou must get Dain to teach you the magic words."



Ceridwen lifted her hand to where the kiss warmed her skin. Sweet green-eyed child. There was much
shewanted to learn from Dain Lavrans, especidly in magic words, though she had yet to gpproach him
on the subject. Shelooked around the grove, searching until she found him near the oak.

He and Rhuddlan sat on the |eaf-covered ground, apart from the others making camp in the maze of the
giant treesroots. The gnarled curves swept as high asaman'swaist close to the trunk, providing shelter
and privacy. The boy Shay was acting astheir cupbearer, taking the two men murrey, smal cakes, and
flagons of warm honeymead dipped out of a cauldron set amidst acircle of banked coalsin the middle of
the grove. Dain and Rhuddlan appeared deep in conversation over the small fire burning in the brazier set
between them.

"He has one very specia word he uses," LIynya said, her voice growing thoughtful. " ‘Tisastrange one, it
IS, 'sezhamey.' Twas what he said the first time he opened the door and won the tower and the gold.”

He had not mentioned gold to Ceridwen, nor anything of winning hisrichly appointed tower. Would that
she could have such luck and be |eft alone the way he was, with rooms to spare and no overlord. The
night wind came up, lifting aportion of hishair and carrying it like aveil across hisface. He smoothed the
loose strands back and brought the whole length of his hair over one shoulder, securing it with asmoothly
twisted knot.

Her gaze danced over him, following thelines of his cloak from where it broke at his shoulder and
draped historso before pooling on the ground. One of hislegs was bent to support hiselbow in a casua
pose. Tawny leather boots, cross gartered with more of the same, reached to his knees. Histunic was
black, his chausses forest-green like his gambeson, and his every move wasfluid, full of the sorcerer's
grace.

Llynyaliked him well enough, calling him O Great One. For hersdlf, Ceridwen didn't need to like him.
Neither did she haveto stare at him every waking moment he wasin her presence, surreptitioudy
watching him from benegath her lashes, dways on guard to shift her gaze should he glance her way—but
shedid.

"Sezz-hamm-ey." Shetried the word out on her tongue. She would use it the next time she faced the
door aone.

"Oh, aye, that's good. He'sagreat magician, heis," the sprite continued. "Why, I've seen him bring up
roiling clouds of smoke from the bare ground. He can turn fire into rainbow colors and make the starsfall
from the sky." She bound the loose ends of another tiny braid and parted off another section of hair. "I
saw him dance with lightning once. Twas amazing.”

Ceridwen gtared a the girl in astonishment. Dance with lightning?
"Now hold till," LIynyagently chided, pushing Ceridwen's chin around to keep her braidwork even.

Ceridwen's gazeimmediately returned to Dain. Dancing with lightning. She could well imagine how
amazing such asight must have been: Lavrans calling down adeadly bolt of sky fireand taming it to his
will, hisdark robe billowing in the wind, hisface dight with the force of nature's blazing radiance—and
the lightning, twisting and turning a path acrossthe earth, the air szzling in itswake as it fought the reins of

hismegic.

By the grace of God, that was the trick she needed, whatever the cost.



Dain let hislast sentencetrail off into Slence, noting that hisfriend was not listening. Rhuddlan's attention
and his eyes, whose iriseswere so clear agray asto be dmost colorless, the hue saved only by the
verdant rim reflecting into the middle, were fixed across the grove on Ceridwen ab Arawn. Flamesfrom
the campfire cast atracery of shadows across Rhuddlan's profile, dternately concedling and reveding his
high brow, findly chisdled cheekbones, and narrow jaw. Blue paint covered agtrip of hisface from just
above his eyebrowsto the bridge of histhin, dightly upturned nose, running from templeto temple and
into hispale hair. Twas abadge of his high sanding, the same badge Dain wore on the night when he
became Quicken-tree.

He looked past Rhuddlan to where Ceridwen sat among the women, and he knew what held the other
man's gaze. Shewaslovely, ethered with her hair reflecting the moonlight. Thefeding of contentment in
the camp had softened her eyes and brought alivelinessto her features he had not seen before. HEd felt
the same hisfirgt timein the hidden forest where Nemeton had once held sway, asif hed come home.
The Quicken-tree had generous spirits and arare talent for bringing strangersinto their midst and making
them part of the fold or, more precisdly, part of the warp and weft.

Llynyawas braiding her hair. Madron would give him hell for that, but he wasn't going to stop the prite.
A woman aone needed al the protection she could get from whatever quarter. He was glad they'd
come, though it seemed Rhuddlan had nothing more urgent to spesk of than the growing of treesand
how far to extend The Bramble this corning year, the careful work the Quicken-tree did of weaving each
bush and shrub into the next. He had spoken no more of the trouble in the north, but Dain was acutely
awarethat Ceridwen'sfuture lay in the same direction.

"How fares Elixir and Numa?' Rhuddlan asked, returning his attention from across the grove.

"Well, asaways."

A smile curved one corner of the Quicken-tree's mouth. "If I'd known you would call them so strangely,
Dain, | would have given you their true names and indsted you use them.”

"Numahastaken afancy tothemaid,” Dain said, grinning himself.
"Aye, she'sadways been asmart one.”
Dain made anoncommittal sound, his gaze having drifted back to the women.

Moirafinished with the salve on Ceridwen's face and reached to unwrap the bandages hed used to
splint her ankle. Twas too soon. He made amove to rise, but Rhuddlan's hand on his arm stopped him.

"Moirawill do her no harm,” the Quicken-tree leader said. "The lady needsto be tended.”
Dain hestated but amoment before sitting again.

"By her own admisson,” hesaid, "sheisno lady."

" She has gentle manners and afair face," Rhuddlan observed. "What more needsalady?"

Dain laughed. For dl that hisfriend had been staring at the maid, there was much he had not seen. "A
less sharp tongueis counted a necessary virtue by many, and yon maid's tongue is sharper than a



well-honed blade."

Rhuddlan turned aside to pick up the flagon of hon-eymead Shay had propped against the roots. "Her
mother's was the same, when ‘twas needed,” he said, refilling his cup.

The statement fell into apool of silence. .. and sudden understanding. Dain should have known.

Thoroughly bemused, he drained his own cup in one swalow. He gave hisfriend ameasuring look, and
ashedid, heredized it was much the same look Rhuddlan had been giving Ceridwen dl night, apparently
with good reason.

"Wasn't me you wanted at dl this €en, wasit, Rhuddlan?’

"Y ou're good enough company.” The reply wastypicaly oblique.

"How did you know | had her?' Dain asked, refusing to be dissuaded.
"Moriath," he said, calling Madron by aname only he used for the witch.
"Ah," Dain murmured. " So the witch arranged our meeting in the wood."

"No." Rhuddlan took along draw off his cup, then wiped his deeve across his mouth. Hiswas aface
that hid the years, retaining the freshness of ayouth Dain knew to belong past by the stresks of gray
blended into Rhuddlan's slverish-gold hair. " Sheis till expecting you, probably none too charitably by
now, but | wanted to see the woman taken from Usk Abbey."

Dain didnt like the sound of that. He thought the chit's life was complicated enough without drawing the
interest of yet another, especialy another man.

"I have not known you to bother yourself with lost brides of Christ, Rhuddlan. What is sheto you?"

Rhuddlan's answer was along time coming and arrived in avoice full of ill fortune. "Not enough of her
mother's daughter, for my needs. Nor enough of her mother's daughter for what liesin her path.”

The words were no sooner spoken, the breath of them till on the wind, than afrisson of prescience
skittered upward from the base of Dain's skull and rolled over into aflegting vison: serpentine coils
moving through dark obscurity at unfathomable depths,, their power great and ponderous.

The dght hed him for an ingtant, no more, creating a strange pulling tenson in his limbs before he shook
free. Disconcerted, he reached for the flagon.

"And what have you seen in her path?' he asked, easing the question into asemblance of calm. His
damned gift of Sght never gave him aclear vision. Aye, he could have told Ceridwen that he had magic,
just not enough. "Twas the first time held felt tangible force with one of the murky pictures, though. That
unusud turn he attributed to being in Nemeton's grove. The bard had | eft traces of magjc everywherefor
the unwary to trip upon, asubtleingght Jald had despaired of him ever discerning. He never had inthe
desert, not even with Jala there to guide him, but Dain had no other explanation for some of the
happeningsin Deri, including those on Beltaine that drew him back year after year to awildness hewas
never sure hewould survive.

Rhuddlan gave him an inquisitive look. "Moreimportant, | think, iswhat you have seen.”



Dan didn't answer the implied question. The Quicken-tree leader's intuition unnerved him at times,
reminding him too much of his desert mader.

Rhuddlan relented and lowered his gaze to the smadll fire they shared. "I have seen danger in her path,” he
sad. "Danger, hardship, and trouble.”

The trouble part Dain understood. The maid was the very essence of trouble. He himself could ditill it
no finer. Nor was hardship difficult to accept. Everyonée'slifewasfull of hardship.

But danger was dtogether different, implying athrest.

"Danger from what, or whom?" he asked.

Rhuddlan shrugged. "Mayhaps hersdlf."

"Sheisnot foolhardy,” Dain assured hisfriend, "only desperate.” And more keenly intriguing than he ever
would have imagined when held first seen her hanging from D'Arboiss chains. Everyonein Wroneu
Wood and half the people out of it wanted the maid. No wonder she was skittish, being tracked as she

was, and being caught al too often. Numa had known her worth, sensed it immediately with her femae
intuition.

"Then mayhaps the danger comes from her desperation,” Rhuddlan said.

There wastruth in that. Desperation made a dangerous companion, but the maid didn't strike him asthe
typeto do hersdf harm.

"Or mayhaps from her betrothed?' he suggested, despite his still strong doubts on that score.

"Sheisto bewed?' Rhuddlan's head came up, his quickened interest somehow more disturbing than his
prophesy of doom.

"Aye, to the lord of Balor Keep."

Disgust crossed Rhuddlan's features. "Gwrnach istoo old to breed her, though 'twould sedl hisfateto
get ason on Rhiannon's daughter.”

Dain felt hisown disgust rise at Rhuddlan'swords, disgust edged with an unwanted anger.

" Tisnot Gwrnach,” he said, hiding hisirritation by feeding afew stray twigsinto the flames. "Gwrnach is
dead. Hissonislord now." The breeding of Ceridwen ab Arawn was none of his concern.

"Baor hasanew lord?’

"Aye, the old one was gutted and | eft to rot on the ramparts.”

"By the son?' Rhuddlan questioned, his eyes piercing in the flickering light of shadow and flame.
"Caradoc,” Dain confirmed.

An unholy smile spread across Rhuddlan's face. " Then his fate was met as Nemeton foretold, that the



destroyer would be devoured by his own spawn.”

Wl versed though he wasin unsavory deeds, Dain felt achill at the satisfaction in Rhuddlan's voice.
"Twasn't like the Quicken-tree to rgjoice in another's demise.

Asif sensing his uncertainty, Rhuddlan turned and met hisfriend'sgaze, the smilefading into agrimline.
"No onewill mourn Gwrnach."

Dain knew the wordsto betrue. " 'Tis said the corpse hung from Martinmas through St. Winnals before
someone buried what was left of him."

"From mid-November to March?' Rhuddlan repeated, surprise evident in histone. Dain understood.
"Twas an ungodly long timeto let afamily member hang.

"Aye,"

Rhuddlan's gaze shifted past him to the river track. "From Ngetd to Nuin," he said in adistracted voice,
using the' ancient time of trees. "Just over amonth past.”

The sound of women'slaughter, and of one woman in particular, came from across the grove, drawing
Dain's attention away from the unpleasant conversation. Shay and Llynyawere performing acrobatic
feats for an gppreciative audience, with none more appreciative than Ceridwen.

Theforest at night suited her in away that disturbed him, bringing mystery and depth to aface already
too dluring by haf. Llynyahad woven agarland of oak leaves and set it upon her brow like awondrous,
disheveled crown. Fresnly budded leavesin soft and bright shades of green dangled and curled around
her gamineface; they circled her head in aliving fillet and trailed down her back in aswalow'stail of
entwined petioles. She wastransformed, sitting in animbus of silvered lantern light, looking very much the
grove priestess he had told her she was *not. Her skin glowed, her hair flowed down across her breasts
to her waist in ariver of white-gold braids, and her mouth... Her mouth beckoned.

Shay was out to impress, walking backward on his hands, then lofting himself into aback flip. Ceridwen
let out a sound somewhere between a gasp and asqued as he landed within inches of her. The boy was
handsome enough and obvioudy taken with the fair-haired maiden. The wide grin on hisface proved as
much. Asfor Ceridwen, al Dain saw was ddight, which was more than she had alowed him when heldd
performed for her. It had not occurred to him that she would prefer acrobatics to magic.

Shed cdled him afool, while she laughed for Shay.
Dain could wak on hishands. Not that he would, of course. But he could. Ridiculous.

He thought of Rhuddlan'swords, and of Ceridwen's red book, which wasin his saddlebags. Damnable
thing, it had spooked the maid into the rash act that had landed her in her current tangle of affairs.
Madron would know how much of it to believe and guard againgt, and how much to discard. The witch
would aso know about things Rhuddlan had not clearly said, and she was not as given to riddles.

Moirafinished rewrapping Ceridwen's ankle and looked up at the maid, saying something. Ceridwen
replied with asmile, turning her foot ever so dightly into the light and giving her toesalittlewiggle. Dain
had to stop himself from jumping up and protesting, though it was clear the movement had not brought
her any pain.



Llynya caught his eye and winked, then leaned over and whispered in Ceridwen'sear. They werea
sight, the sprite's dark mélange of braids and not-so-decorative leafy twigs, and the palefire of
Ceridwen's hair topped with alush green crown. Shelifted her gaze as LIynya spoke, adow rise of
gold-tipped lashes. He waited, watching their upward sweep and the gradual revealing of ocean blue,
until her eyesmet histhrough the trees.

"Twas dl the excuse he needed.

Startled to find Lavranslooking at her, Ceridwen quickly lowered her gaze, but not quickly enough. He
had aready risen. She should have bdieved the sprite and not given in to the urge to find out for hersdlf if
what LIynyahad whispered wastrue: that he had not taken his eyes off her.

His boots cameinto her line of vison before he knelt down at her side, speaking to Moira.
"May | seethe sdve?'

"Aye, 'tisrasca,” the cherub-faced woman said, giving him the smal clay cup. A leaf was pressed
partway over itstop. "From the rowans.”

He dipped hisfingersin and rubbed the save between the tips as he brought them to his nose. From
benegth her lashes, Ceridwen saw the barest smile curve hislips.

"Therowans, Moira?' His smile broadened as hetilted his head, and hishair came undone, didingina
dow fal down the front of his gambeson.

"Mayhaps afew other thingsarein the mix," Moiraadmitted, and agiggle escaped her. Y ou may keep
it for themaid." She clapped her hands, rising, and in moments she and the others were gone, dispersed
into lean-tos and huts or disappeared into the trees.

Even LIynya had deserted her, Ceridwen noticed, not seeing the sprite anywhere.

"Moirahasalot of secrets shewon't divulge,” the sorcerer said, relaxing to Sit cross-legged on the rug,
far too closeto her. His knee actudly touched her. Ceridwen would have moved, but before the thought
could form into an action, she was pardyzed by his hand lifting her foot into hislap. "I see she used some
of her own cloth in your bandage.”

"Aye," she said, amite breathless from the shock of having her hed pressed againgt histhigh and her caf
laid dong the length of his. She cleared her throat and tried again. "Aye."

Hislegs cradled her ankle, which felt far better than when they'd left Wydehaw. Heidly checked
Moiraswork, his hands no less gentle than the woman's, but ‘twas strength she felt coming from his
fingertips, not warmth.

The warmth came from inside herself. He'd done naught but press and probe and dose her for a
fortnight, but like last evening when held caressed her mouth with his thumb, this touch was different,
gratuitous, done purely for the deed itsalf. No one had touched her for the mere sake of touching ina
long, long while, and no man ever.

" "Tisuncommonly strong cloth and especidly suited to the binding of broken bones,” he said, hisfingers
smoothing afold across her ingtep. " Did you notice?"



"Aye." Sheld noticed the give and take of it, theway it clung, the silky flow of it when the Quicken-tree
moved.

She noticed, too, the dow gliding pressure of Dain's thumb and fingers down the sole of her foot, and
had to stifle asgh. The sensation was wonderful and unsettling. Normally, she was sure she would have
pulled her foot away, but she'd been sated with decadence al day and her body would have more. He
worked hisway up to her toes, the skilled intimacy of histouch putting Edmee's efforts to shame. Twas
asif he knew every muscle and fiber in her foot and how to make each of them mélt into hishand, a
magicdl initsown.

"They make the cloth themsalves" he said, "like everything else they use. They are not traders, you see,
except in religious matters.”

"Hmm," was al she could manage, despite her aroused curiosity. If she opened her mouth, sheld release
the sigh lodged in her throat.

He glanced up at the muffled noise she made, and awide grin plit hisface. "Bregthe, Ceri," he said.
Kaurry, her name sounded in hisfar north accent.

Damn, she swore on a soft expulsion. Hed caught her again, being addle-brained.

"I would bargain with you, Lavrans,” she said, retrieving her dignity and her foot with an dacrity fueed
by embarrassment.

Helet her go easily, though hissmilewas il broad. "Unlike Rhuddlan, | tradein al manner of things.”
he assured her, reaching for another leaf to lay acrossthe save. "What do you want, and what do you
haveto offer?'

"What | haveisapromise," she began, and was surprised to see him wince and shake his head.

"A not 0 ausgpicious start,chérie." He dipped the smdll clay pot into apouch hanging from his belt.

" 'Tisagood promise," she exclaimed, put off by his quicknessto doubt.

"Oh, aye," he said, but hissmile was caling her aliar before held even heard her out.

"Could makeyourich."

"Rich?" Hisinterest changed, becoming less skeptical. "How rich?!

"How much ransom did you ask of Caradoc for my return?”

He hesitated a moment before answering. " 'Tis not exactly aransom, Ceri. Caradoc knows | won't hurt
you. | think of it more as recompensefor care.”

"How much?' she repeated.
Hisreply was not so quick thistime, asif he debated whether to tell her the truth.

"Two hundred marks" hefindly said, much to her astonishment.



She didn't believe him, not for an instant. "Twas an outrageous sum, absurd. HEd proven so clever thus
far, she would have expected better of him.

"Caradoc isno fool," shetold him, though it would take less than afool to pay that dearly for abride,
even one of her supposed uniqueness.

"Neither am |." His answer was accompanied by an arrogant risein hisright eyebrow.
"If you are no foal, then what will you do with me when he doesn't pay? For he won't, you know."
His smile came back. "Why, keep you for mysdf,chérie. What else?"

"Now therésafool'sbargan,” she said with asmal snort, piqued that he found humor in her Situation,
and that he was so sure of himself. "Unlike Caradoc, you could have no possible usefor me.”

Dain had to keep himsdlf from laughing out loud. Ah, sweet innocence. Sweet sweet innocence. "Twas
only great effort that kept the satyr's expression from hisface, for he had use of her, acarnal, needy use.
Riding with her through the forest had been both heaven and hell, the gentle back-and-forth rocking of
her firm buttocks againgt his groin. He wouldn't have missed a one of the Cypriot's ddlicate steps, and if
Llynyahad not falen from the sky, they would have gotten little farther than the glade where the sorite
hed found them.

He knew of a place in Wroneu where the grass was softer than goosedown, where water bubbled warm
from the ground, and the trees made a bower dappled by sunlight during the day and graced by divers of
the moon at night. He had reached the point of deciding to take her there, and to take her there, easing
himself upon her. A chdlengeto be sure, one requiring any innocence he had left, artlessness working so
much better with virginsthan any amount of cunning.

Seduction would have taken time. Surrender would have needed kisses, dow, sucking kisses on her
mouth, the kind that made bresthing labored and blood rush. He wondered if she had any ideahow
sengtive her lips were, how much of atouch they could fed, so much more than fingertips. He wanted to
teach her about kissing and her mouth, if she didn't aready know.

Some nun or novice may have kissed her. Such things were wont to happen within cloistered environs,
and even without. But he doubted if the unavoidable furtive-ness, not to mention the guilt inevitably
associated with such unions, could have dlowed for the kind of kissing he had in mind.

Sweet thing, he had use of her, dl right, to a pleasurable end and beyond and back again.

"Andif | did haveausefor you?' he asked, utterly guiléless, hiseyes clear and his smile straight on his
face. "What would your bargain be then?'

"Not to escgpe you in return for your teachings of magic.”

"Magic?' Asherecdled, he had disclaimed any knowledge of magic. But if the maid wanted to learn
how to make water burn, he was willing enough.

"Aye. Onetrick in particular has cometo my attention.”

A trick, good, he thought. He had a hundred tricks and could conjure a hundred more, whereas
magic—what he knew of true magic, anyway—took more patience and skill than he could have conjured



inalifetime. And therein lay the key, according to Jad. Immortaity. True magiciansdidn't merely control
objects or natura acts. They controlled time. Otherwise, like him, they ended up dead |ong before they'd
figured out the secrets of true magic.

Nemeton must have had the knowledge, but Caradoc was unlikely to have mastered timein the four
years sincethey'd last met—abrief reunion in Cardiff organized by Morgarn—which accounted for much
of Dain's discounting of the maid's fear. She might have to struggle with superstition, and Caradoc might
turn out to be crud, but ‘twas unlikely she wasin danger from the dragons and magic writtenin her red
book—the one being nonexistent and the other being rarer than snow in Egypt.

"What trick would that be?" he asked.

"To dancewith lightning."

"Ah," he murmured for lack of anything more pertinent coming to mind.

"Wel? What say you?'

He waited amoment, asif there were really some conditions to be weighed, some restrictions mulled
over, some cautions reveded, when in actudity there were none. He didn't have aclue asto what she
was talking abouit.

"Wdl?'

Helooked her over carefully, very carefully, letting his gaze wander and linger at hisleisure, especidly
noting the curve of her breasts and how the folds of her gown creased at the juncture of her thighs. Those
were magical places, and if Caradoc had turned cruel, Dain would think more than twice about granting

him access there. Tender maids needed tender care.

"Aye" hesaid, dragging his gaze up to meet hers. "After you've regained your strength, and your ankleis
healed, | think you could do it without frying yourself to acrisp. Tisnot an easy thing, you know."

"I didn't expect it would be," she said in ah affronted tone.
"So you understand the risks?”

"Therisks matter not. My lifeisforfet if | cannot protect mysdlf." Her voice was cam, her gaze steedly.
She was s0 utterly sure of hersdf and her fate.

God, but hewas ablack heart to be thinking of seduction while she dedlt with degth, whether her fears
were imagined or not.

There was only one way to know for sure.

"Come," he said, rising to hisfeet and reaching down ahand to help her. "Let us go to Madron.”
Unbidden by intent, he looked toward Rhuddlan as she took his hand. The Quicken-tree leader dowly
nodded, giving permission when Dain had not redlized it was needed. He had dways come and gonein

Deri depending on his own wishes. Then the truth struck him, sending an odd unease down his spine:
Rhuddlan didn't care whether heleft or not, the permission was for taking Ceridwen back out with him.



A softly voiced command brought the Cypriot to his side. He lifted Ceridwen onto the mare and took
thereinsto lead them through the water track. At the edge of thefalls, he glanced over his shoulder to
where Rhuddlan sat by the giant oak. The Quicken-tree leader was still watching them, his eyes gleaming
brightly within the broad stripe of paint.

Another nod was not forthcoming, and Dain felt the lack was more of awarning than an oversight, a
strange caution from afriend. The Cypriot nudged him, and he stepped into the migt, letting the
slver-sheened cascade arc over their heads before Rhuddian could change his mind and decide to keep
the maid despite her shortcomings. By dl accounts, the Quicken-tree had more claim to her than Dain
did, to take her north or to wherever it wasthey kept their winter camp. But claim or no claim, he would
not have I eft her.
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Chapter 11



As soon asthey were free of the river, Dain swung up on the Cypriot and kicked her into a canter,
heading them across a grassy stretch of meadow to the safety of the trees. He needed permission from
no man to do what he wished—except, it seemed, when it came to the maid.

Look at him now, taking her to Madron, after being waylaid by Rhuddlan, while he was holding her for
Caradoc. No wonder she thought of nothing beyond escape. Every move she made was met with
checkmate and capture. She was aswell trapped as he had been in the desert.

A quick jerk of the reins stopped the mare dead in her tracks.

"Sweet Jesus" he swore, hisarm tightening around the maid like avise, hisanger at Rhuddlan flowing
over into anger at her.

She squirmed within his grasp, but he would have none of it and pulled her even tighter.
"Who areyou?' he growled in her ear.

Her answer was ajab of her elbow to hisribs.

"Tel me" he demanded.

"Loose me, you fool!" Shetried to jab him again, but he'd lifted her off the horse and into hisarms
before she could connect, hisfeet hitting the ground as her elbow skimmed his shoulder.

He swung her around to face him, keeping her arms pinned behind her back, the reins till gripped in his
fist. "Therewill be no moretalk of fools, Ceri," he said through gritted teeth. "Now tell me who you are.”

She seethed in his embrace, knee-deep in sweet woodruff with her facetilted into the moonlight. "Y ou
know who | am. Ceridwen ab Arawn, cousin to Morgan, sister to Mychael, daughter of Rhiannon,
betrothed of Caradoc, and adamned prisoner to you! And each time try to be more, someoneisthere
to stop me!" Shetried to kick himin the shins, but he hooked her ankle with hisfoot, hisingtincts faster
than hiscommon sense.

All would sill have been aright, if the Cypriot hadn't chosen that moment to shy away. The struggling
woman and the lunging horse proved too much for him, sending him tumbling with themaid in hisarms,
They fell together, with him twisting his body to take the brunt of it, another brilliant flash of ingtinct he
couldn't have controlled for naught. He lay on the ground, the breeth knocked out of him, hardly believing
what he'd done.

"Areyou hurt?' he asked when he could. Stupid bugger, he called himsdlf, athousand times worse than
any fool if hed caused her harm. He lightened his grip only abare fraction, so if he had hurt her she
wouldn't lose his support al at once.

"Areyou hurt?" he asked again when she failed to respond. On the ground, in the dark, with the mare
prancing around them, ‘twas impossible to see her face, though it was mere inches from his. Her braids
lay across his gambeson like faerie ropes, each bound end glinting with its strip of Quicken-tree cloth.
"Ceri?" he said more softly, listening beyond his own rough breath for the sound of hers.



"l live." Thewordswere mumbled againg his chest.

Shelives. Damn the chit for making him smile when he should be drawn and quartered.
"Areyou hurt?'

"My shoulder. Where Ragnor bit me."

He swore silently and prayed Caradoc had not forgotten all they'd seen and endured in Saladin's
dungeons. The red beast deserved no better.

He deserved little better himsalf. He'd despaired of her tears ever sopping thefirst sennight held had
her. She'd wakened him before dawn at least once each morn with her crying. Her bruises had spread
and grown more colorful, her eyes had been continualy puffy, her nose runny. It had been only the last
few daysthat he'd thought she would come around at al. Last night held been sure of it, with her show of
fight over the book. True, he'd completely subjugated her again with his brief foray across her mouth, but
the relgpse had been minor and short-lived.

Moira had been the miracle worker, though. Her touch had healed the maid in ways far beyond his
kills, bringing strength and wholeness into a broken bone, palenessinto an angry red scar, and spirit
back into a sorely set-upon heart. The woman he'd spoken with in Deri would have indeed been a
handful for Morgan, or any man, to control; the way she'd sat there, holding court under woven .willow
wands, bargaining with nothing asif she hed theworld in her hands.

He hoped he hadn't undone Moiras work, for he couldn't re-create what the Quicken-tree woman had
done, not even with the salve she'd given him, and he wasn't about to take Ceridwen back to the camp,
not when Rhuddlan watched her like a hungry hawk circling prey.

Gently, so as not to disturb her more, he unwound the reins from hisfig, releasing the Cypriot with a
command to stay. More carefully ill, herolled Ceridwen off him and onto her side.

"Ahhh."

Her small gasp sent awave of sdlf-recrimination washing through him. How could he have been so
careless, or so clumsy asto fall, for that matter, and how in the hell had he gotten so angry so quickly?
Hed learned to curb histemper years ago—the night Jald had so kindly offered to dit his other wrist for
him with anewly tempered Damascene blade, the very one held taken from her earlier—and naught had
made him lose histemper since, except the maid.

Helooked down at her and found her looking up at him, her eyes narrowed in wariness, her face drawn
againg the pain he'd caused.

"I'm sorry,cariad." He brushed the hair back from her brow. "1 did not mean for you to fal." He never
stumbled. He never got mad. Disgust had been the limit of hisemotiond tether for years.

"Then you should not have dragged me from the mare,” she said, her tone no less cautiousfor the
sarcasm she put into her admonition.

"Aye. | should not have." He fought another smile,

"The next time you decide to lose your wits, leave mewe | enough out of it."



" "Twas not witlessness, but anger.”
"At me?' Her sarcasm gave way to astonishment.

"Aye" he admitted sheepishly. Another dusty emotion dragged out of hisyouth, he thought with
gppropriate pessmism.

"And what could be more witless than that?' she demanded. "' have spoken not one word since leaving
your friend's camp.”

"Wasn't you, but what | wasthinking.”
"Then you think too much.”

"Soit'sbeen sad." Helet out aheavy sigh and levered himsdlf up. When she would have followed suit,
he restrained her with alight touch. "L et me see what damage | have donefirgt, and fix it asbest | may."

A ghort time later he wondered exactly how much control over himsdlf heldd lost. More than heéd thought,
for he would swear on anything sacred that he had not meant to arrange things so according to his
wishes

Y et there she was, Sitting amidst the greenery of gentian, woodruff, and celandine in the unbloomed
meadow, her gown and chemise loosened and dipped from her shoulders.

Folds of the poor gray cloth and fine linen were gathered in her hands at the middie of her chest,
revealing the soft upper curves of her breasts. He was on hisknees, facing her, sitting back on hishedls
with histhighs on either side of her legs. A thousand more sins upon his head for the natura contrivance
of such aprovocative pogtion.

He smoothed therascasal ve over the ruddy wounds, probing the muscles underneath, grateful nothing
had broken open. She flinched, but he continued.

"Try to relax your shoulder, Ceri." He pressed alittle harder, helping her rotate the joint in the direction
he asked. The scar tissue went degper than he would have imagined.

"You're hurting me," she groused.

"Not too much, and in the end it will do you good." He released hishold, diding his hand down to her
wrigt and lifting her arm. Ddlightful.

"Y our touch is not aswarm as Moiras."

"My pardon.” He released her arm and took another dab of salve. Her skin was cool where he worked
therascain with histhumb and fingers, but soft, so soft. He widened the area of hismassage, diding his
palm across her collarbone and up and around her throat and neck, then coming back down to her
shoulder and upper arm. His gaze followed the course of his hand with alook more hungry than any
Rhuddlan had cast in her direction.

"Twas the softness, he was sure, that made his mouth long to pressitself againgt her skin. Twas pure
desirefor the erotic that made his tongue want to do the same, to taste and fed her, to trace a path to her



breast.

"Doesfed better when you do that,” she said with asigh, tilting her head farther to one Sdeto give him
greater access. A great fal of braids dipped over her opposite shoulder and cascaded into her 1ap.

Did him no good to cal her innocent in hismind thistime. However naively, she had opened herself to
him.

"Aye, for metoo." He didn't bother to disguise the huskinessin hisvoice. Let her hear what she did to
him, hethought.

Hear she did, her breath stopping oh-so-predictably, her eyes flashing upward to meet his, theirises
purple with the night, the golden lashes fading into shadows.

Beauty had never known such grace asthe curves of her face and body in the moonlight. The crown of
0ak leaves had not been torn asunder by their fall, but still lay as agarland upon her brow, turning her
evermore into the wood nymph of his dreams.

Shah mat. The phrase crossed hismind as he looked at her. The king is dead. He would have her for his
own.

His hand rose from her shoulder, his palm cupping around her neck, histhumb stroking up the center of
her throat. With nothing but the very best of intentions, helifted her chin, angling her mouth to meet his
dow descent.

He kissed her while she was still mesmerized with shock, the sweet, complying wench. Y et hewas
careful, usng only hislips, partly open, and not histongue, whose wily, plundering ways would do naught
to win her until she was ready for such. And he used his breath—to warm her, to infuse and tease, letting
it play across her mouth, dip into corners, and be sucked inside by her own gentle inhalation. He used his
bregth to tell her shewould be his.

Hedid not lay his other hand upon her breast to fed the weight and softness of her, though he had to
close hisfingersinto his pam to keep himsdlf from it. He did not press her down into the grass and the
budding flowers. He did not lay himself upon her, though the picture of it was clear in hismind and the
fed of it wasripein hisloins. He kissed her only in the most chaste way he knew how, and till it was
heaven.

Heaven, dear God, Ceridwen thought, her every sense awash with pleasure, but aheaven rifewith
danger. What shefelt with Dain's mouth on hers was so wicked and sweet, she feared she could die of it.
Her body ached and pulsed with aneed to draw him closer even as her mind warned her to beware of
the sorcerer's seduction. He would steal her will. Aye, he was doing it now, softening her resistance,
making her yearn.

She reached for him, and in the same moment, he pulled away, leaving her hand raised in the shadows
between them. His downward glance brought a chagrined smileto hisface.

"l see | have moved too quickly."
"Nay," she said, snatching her hand back to the crumpled materia at her breasts. "It was|."

For no good reason other than to mortify her more, tears welled in her eyes. She wiped at one with the



back of her hand, but to no avail. Another took its place, and then another. Her single consolation was
that the damn things had the decency to fdl in slence.

" "Twasonly akiss,cariad,” he said, and she could have hit him. Instead, she agreed.

"Aye." She pulled her gown up, shrugging it over her shoulders, barely aware of the ease of the
movement, she trembled so inside. God save her. She was damned more surely than Abbess Edith could
have imagined. For if that was only akiss, then she was wanton clear to the bone, and the object of her
lust was no less than a depraved magician.

Evergreen woodlands grew thick al around Madron's cottage, littering the ground with seed cones and
needles, and hiding the wattle and daub building from view until they were nearly uponiit. Twason a
rocky track through the pine trees that Dain and Ceridwen had approached, with him leading the mare on
foot, having decided against the hardships of riding with the maid. The cruck-built cottage boasted a
storage loft and astablein its third bay, and he left the Cypriot there, next to Madron's dappled gray
mare and with aportion of hay to keep her content.

The cobbled path leading to the door was bordered by avariety of plants coming into their own with the
warmer wegther: enchanter's nightshade, monkshood, white hellebore, herb of grace, arnica, foxglove.
All were beautiful. All were deadly. 'Twas Madron'slittle joke, and atrue enough warning for those with
any knowledge of herbs and poison.

Smoke curled from ahole in the thatched roof, putting a savory scent upon the air and making Dain
wonder what it was the witch burned in her fire. The frames and shutters of the unglazed windows were
carved with pictures of beasts and flowers, mountains and valleys, and the moon and the stars. He
reached for the latch on the door.

" Should we not announce oursalves?' Ceridwen asked.

A catch in her voice made him pause with the door still closed.

"She knowswe're here, Ceri," he said. " She's known of our coming since we passed therise." He spoke
of the hill to the north of the cottage.

"Then 'tistoo late to return to the tower, or to LIynyas grove?"

"Aye." He sarted to pull on thelatch, but once again she stopped him, thistime with her hand clutching
hisdeeve.

" "Tisnot good, my being here" she said. "Mayhaps| should wait with the mare."

"Madron wants to meet you, not harm you, and should she change her mind, | will intercede.”

"Y ou have not proven to be particularly trustworthy.” She was blunt to the point of insult.

Pleased as he was that her tears had stopped, and that she was speaking to him again, he would have

wished for less honesty and more diplomacy. They had kissed, had they not? Her sweetly divine mouth
had touched his. And if his plans held true, they would soon kiss again in amanner much moreto his

liking.



"Come," he said, opening the door. "If needs be, | will prove mysdf here." He dipped an arm around her
waist, and thus Ceridwen found hersdf passing over the threshold of Madron's home—against her will
and with Lavranss hand at her back pushing her forward.

A fire blazed in astone hearth in the middle of an earthen floor. Aboveit, acauldron hung by chainson
aniron tripod. Ceridwen had been in villagers cottages before, and she had expected thingsto be
arranged in such amanner. What she could not have expected was for dl the areaaround the earthen
circleto be planked with oak floor beamsinstead of strewn with common rushes.

Her eyes narrowed first in confusion, then in uneasy suspicion. If Madron was not amisplaced Norman
lady—and with a name like Madron, how could she be—then there was afortune in the king'swood at
her feet, enough to send the thief, and anyone in the thief's cottage, to the gallows. The furniture upon the
costly floor was no less fine and treasonous, atable, chairs, and cupboard in hand-carved maple rubbed
to awarm shine. Animal skins of every type covered the plastered walls. Beaver and badger mixed with
roe buck and red deer, the very sight of which made her ssomach rall, for they could only have been
poached from the king's forest. Any one of them was reason enough to lose an ear or ahand on the
chopping block. Beautiful coverlets of ermine, weasd, and lynx lay upon the arms of the chairs, waiting to
warm aguest, or hang him. She retreated a step, despite Lavrans's presence behind her, not caring that
sheld backed herself againgt him.

"We must leave this place," she said. "God forbid one of the king's foresters or, dear Chrigt, the verderer
should find we have been here."

"Fear not, little one. A woman'svoice, dry and crackly with age, came out of the shadows at the far
end of the room, near causing Ceridwen's heart to stop. "Me mistress, Madron, hast bargained well for
al ye see. The Sheriff of Hay-on-Wye hi'sdf gave her Ursus.”

A knobby-jointed hand lifted from the darkness, the only part of the woman's body Ceridwen could see,
and gestured to a huge bearskin stretched between the cruck frame supporting the end wall. The head
and claws of the animal had been |eft intact, giving theillusion that the bear had risen onitshind legsand
was on the attack. A shiver raced up Ceridwen's spine. "'Twould be the gallowsfor sure.

"Fear nat, little one," the voice came again, and after the voice, the hag hersdlf, her bowed body
supported by astaff of yew. "Ursus hast been tame fer quite sometime." A cackling laugh followed the
gatement. "Quite sometime."

The old woman used the staff with every step, her dight bulk rolling and hitching as she walked. Her
clothing draped her body in hodgepodge layers of brown and muddy yellow homespun, looking more
like grain sacks than agown. The broad |eather belt at her waist was hung clear 'round with various Sized
pouches made of skins, fur, and cloth worked with feathers. A flyaway mass of graying hair was coiled at
the ngpe of her neck, most of it escaping from her coif. A dozen copper and slver braceletsjangled on
her wridt.

She was much older than even her voice had alowed, with deep creases running from the sides of her
nose to her mouth, and spidery linesfanning out from the outer corners of her eyes and down her cheeks.

But her eyes, ah, Lord, her eyes, Ceridwen thought, stepping back again. They were green like the
Quicken-tree's, yet full of mystery, and deeper and darker, so much darker, asif al of Rhuddlan's people
could have been born in their verdant depths and il eft green behind.



"Or isit me who makes ye tremble?" the hag rasped, hobbling closer.

Partly, Ceridwen thought, but she would never admit it. She pushed back against Lavrans, expecting he
would help in her retreat. He did not. He held her firm where they stood.

"Good mother," he said, greeting the old woman. "We regret the lateness of our coming, but—"
"Aswdl ye should," the old woman interrupted, shaking her staff a him.

"But we're pleased to be in your company now," he continued, dry amusement in hisvoice. "Though |
must say you're looking rather ancient this €en, aren't you?"

"| thought it best," wasthe hag's curt reply. " Tis not safe fer women in the deep woods at night, asthe
maid well knows." She jabbed her staff toward Ceridwen, who flinched.

"If thereisdanger in Wroneu this night, we did not seeit,” Lavrans said.

"Auch," the old woman swore. "And to think me mistressworried ye had been set upon by sackpurses
and robbers ta ha missed her supper, and that she would ha to send this good mother abroad ta bring ye
safely back where ye should ha been in thefirst place.”

Throughout the admonishing speech she directed at Lavrans, the woman's eyes did not |eave Ceridwen,
which added much to her discomfort as she tried to hold the hag's gaze and watch the staff at the same
time. Theintensity of those old, searching eyes made the skin on the back of her neck tingle. Something
inthe stedly green perusal was familiar, familiar and unsettling, for Ceridwen believed she had endured
that gaze before, a adifferent time, in adifferent place, and mayhaps when shed had something to hide;
though such a strong and detailed feeling made no more sense than Madron sending the old woman out
into the woodsto find them.

"But now | see what kept ye from Madron'stable.” The servant reached out to touch one of Ceridwen's
tiny braids. " Quicken-tree cake isfilling despite its taste, but mayhaps ye have room fer a posset while
wewait fer the lady?'

"Aye, old mother," Lavrans said, answering for both of them. He took Ceridwen's hand and drew her
deeper into the cottage.

She did not resst. Thefire was warm, the cottage uncommonly comfortable—for the very same reasons
that made it threatening—and posset arare luxury. Heled her to the chair closest to the stone hearth, one
draped and softened with pelts of ermine. She baked ever so dightly, belatedly wondering if the king and
his foresters knew of the shire reeve's generosity.

"Y e should not ha et 'em bind her hair," the old woman said, limping back to thetable. " Twill do her
no good to have Rhuddlan's mark upon her, unless... un-less... Auch.” She shook her head and
dismissed thewhole of it with awave of her hand, sending the bracelets jangling.

" Tistheir way," Lavrans said, taking the chair next to Ceridwen and dropping his saddlebag on the
floor.

"Aye. They'd plait thetrees, if | but let 'em.”

"I think 'tis pretty,” Ceridwen said, and the old woman danted her anarrow look over her shoulder. For



aservant of a supposed lady, she was remarkably unkempt, al ragged and loose, asif shewould
crumbleinto dust at thefirst good wind.

" S0, the little one has atongue?" she asked.
"Aye." Lavranslaughed, and Ceridwen shot him an offended glance.
"And she likes Moiras handiwork?'

" "Twas not Maira, but LIynyawho braided my hair," Ceridwen said, absurdly pleased to know at least
onething the hag did not.

A loud guffaw greeted her news, taking muchaofher satisfaction.

"Llynya? That wretched little sprite?' The old woman cackled. "Then Rhuddlan does not know your true
worth. If he had, he would have dragged the white-haired ones out of their huts and made them work
their fingersto the bone twisting and knotting your curls.”

"Rhuddlan said he found her lacking, though he did not say inwhat," Lavrans confirmed, arranging
himsdf with aknee over one chair arm and an elbow resting on the other, lounging with the air of one
accustomed to both the company and the place. His ease hel ped assure Ceridwen of the safety of the
cottage, though his words were yet another offense.

"Lacking?' The hag bridled, drawing hersdf up to asurprising height. "Sheis Ceridwen, atrue-born
daughter of Carn Merioneth. The only lack isin hiswits." She turned to the table and began pouring milk
pottage out of a pitcher and into silver goblets, hunching back down and muttering al thewhile. "Lacking,
auch, welll see who'slacking soon enough.”

One by one, she took the goblets to the cauldron and dipped hot, sweet wine into each. Thefirst she
gaveto Ceridwen, setting it on asmall round table at the side of her chair.

"Here'syer posset, dearie. Yemight let it cool abit.”

Asthe old woman shuffled back and forth between the pitcher and the cauldron, Ceridwen sipped on
her posset and examined the trinkets scattered across the table: two green-glass bottles, one stoppered
and empty, the other haf full; an iron saucer holding apinch of sdt; afamily of little squirrels made of
pewter. A scrap of tapestry woven in the same sinuous lines as the Quicken-tree rugs caught her eye,
though it looked much older than the rugs. The color was dark and it was worn about the edges. Next to
the tapestry was a candle burning bright in abrass holder marked with spiraling blue swirls. Beyond the
candle, closer to Lavrans, was aplain pottery dish decorated with nothing more than zigzags, but in the
dish wererocks, pretty, shiny rocks, and amongst the rocks was something sheld never dreamed of
seding.

"Elf shot,” she murmured, leaning closer and reaching for the stone arrowhead.

"Hmmm?"' The hag gave Lavrans his drink and peered over to see what Ceridwen held in her hand. "Oh,
that. Hmmm. Int'resting choice ye made, dear.”

"Isit redly df shot?"

"Oh, aye. Fashioned by thetylwyth tegand used in the Wars of Enchantment. Yecan ha it, if yelike."



"What of your mistress? Isit not hers?' Ceridwen looked up, her hand closing around the precious piece
of chipped stone even as she asked the question. Her mother had told her about df shot, how the stone
to make them was found only to the north of Carn Merioneth, mined by thetylwyth tegbenesth the
mountain dragon-back of Tryfan, and how the arrows would pierce only an untrue heart and nary leave a
scratch on atrue one.

"Yecanrest easy, little one," the old woman said. "That bit ismineto give. Here. Ye can ha one o' me
bagsto hold it in." She untied a pouch from her belt and began emptying it onto the table. Two shillings
and three pence shook out, clinking against the iron saucer. A fluttering of oriole feathers, soft and
golden, followed the coins. The last item, she had to reach in &fter, her knobby fingers struggling to pull it
through the leather opening. " Auch,”" she swore, giving up with her fingers and turning the pouch upside
down to giveit agood shake. Nothing happened.

Ceridwen leaned closer, an offer of help on thetip of her tongue, when the first loop of gold chain
dipped out. Othersfollowed, delicate and finely wrought.

The old woman gave agrunt of satisfaction and looped the chain through her fingers. Sowly, she began
topull.

Dain sipped on his hot drink and watched the byplay. The chit was entranced adready, and Madron had
barely begun. Whatever was at the end of the chain was bound to be interesting. Madron never
disappointed, nor did she usudly wear her guise of the crone except when traveling farther than the
boundaries of Wroneu Wood. She must know something about the forest this €en that he did not. She
had never searched him out before when held been late or gone missing—unless ‘twas the maid she had
prepared to search for and not him.

Morelikely than not, he thought with atwinge of unease a one more sign of Ceridwen'simportanceto
someone for reasons he did not know. He'd brought the red book with him. Mayhaps was time to show
it to thewitch.

He swung hisleg off the arm of the chair and was about to reach down, when the pouch released its
prize, and the sight stopped him halfway to his saddlebag. The piece was interesting, aright, too damned
interesting in the hands of one such as Madron. He did not doubt the witch's skills, be they begot by
magic or tricks. He settled back into the chair to see what his friend would do with the thing.

"Isit aserpent stone?' the maid asked in avoice hushed by awe.
Her reaction was not unwarranted, for the crystal ball was cut into a thousand faces, each of them

glinting in thefirdight and casting arainbow into the cottage. The orb twirled on its chain where the gold
links hung from Madron's fingers. The colored lights danced about the room, swirling around and around

inadazzling, dizzying display.
" Serpent stone?' Madron asked, an eyebrow raised in hisdirection.
He shrugged.

"Aye," Ceri said, her gazefixed on the glassrock. "Born of the froth of the frenzied serpents beneath
Domh-ringr and hardened by their fiery breath.”

The quote was good and, he admitted, somewhat gratifying. He hadn't redlized sheld been listening so



intently or that he'd made such alasting impression.

"Ah, one of those serpent stones," Madron said, redirecting her attention to the maid. "No, little one, 'tis
not from the Doom Rings of Judgment. Thisisadreamstone.”

Dain's unease increased. He had not heard of dreamstones, but there were stones enough and names
enough for agood trickster to make of them what he or she wanted, and Madron was a very good
trickster. Ceridwen had been quick to fall to his Brochan charm, but that night she had been pushed
beyond her physical and emotional limits, and had no doubt been ready to faint dead away before hed
opened his mouth. She was strong this night with the Quicken-tree touch upon her, and she had proven
to be awoman of uncommon will. Still, he could not take the chance. He had promised her protection,
and hewould not fail, even if it meant protecting her from her own over-active imagination rather than any
physical threst.

Thus, with alift and reach of hisarm and amost fluid twist of hiswrigt, he passed his hand over and
beneath Madron's, palming the crystal. It disappeared in atwinkling, and with it, al the rainbow lights
dancing wildly around the cottage.

If Madron was surprised, she did not show it.

"Y our ingtincts are good, if misplaced,” she said, gracefully lowering her arm, dl trace of the crone gone
from her movement and speech. "Edmee told me you were protective of the maid, and yet, dear Dain, in
thisinstance, you are too late. Remember that the next time Ceridwen ab Arawn needs you.” The green
eyeswereleveled at him with the good humor of avictor and the warning of afriend.

He shot aglance a the maid and at first saw nothing amiss.
"Ceridwen?'

There was no answer, and as he watched, her lashes fluttered, then lowered over the pale ocean-blue of
her eyes, and shefdl into adeep deep.

"A fair trick, indeed,” he said, careful to keep the anger hefdlt out of hisvoice. Anger had cometo him
al too easly thisnight, and had done him no good.

" "Tiscaled aDruid deep. The knack has been in my family for generations beyond recall.”

"Nemeton,” he said, knowing well the family history. Madron had been the first to cometo him, asthe
crone, when held won the prize from D'Arbois by opening Nemeton's tower door. A grest trick that had
been, and thefirgt timethat he'd ever sincerdy thanked Jad for anything, including the saving of hislife.
He'd had so many reasons to hate his desert master, and not one to be grateful to him, until hed been
faced with the mechanical wonder that was the Druid Door. Not even Madron knew the secret of it, or if
shedid, she had not used it to secure the tower for hersdlf.

"My father did not need astone," she said. "His voice done was enough to lure people into deep and
dreams.”

"And what does Ceri dream?"' he asked, feigning acalm he did not fedl. Too much emotion wasloosein
the woods this €en, that much was for damn sure, and he felt like amagnet for al of it. The maid was
doing him no good. He would be better off rid of her, better off to take his marks and not ook back
when Caradoc cameto fetch her.



"Ceri?" Madron repeated, giving him aheedful look. "Her brother called her such.”
"Myched."

"Shetold you?' Madron began unlacing her gown. There was nothing provocative about the action, and
Dain did not react asif there was. He had seen the transformation before.

"Asmuch as she knows," he answered. "Mychael isamonk a Strata Florida and he has not written for
some time. She has abook she keeps hislettersin. A red book," he added.

"Ah," Madron said, sounding well pleased. The mud-colored rags dropped to a pile on the floor,
revealing afine, shimmering lavender gown stitched and gathered with silver thread. Matching kid boots
showed benesth the hem, stitched with the same silver thread. The coif came off next, and with it the gray
wig. Madron shook out her own auburn hair and ran her fingers dong her scalp.

"l brought it for you to look at." He reached for the saddlebag and pulled out the book. Twas the
reason he'd come, to find whatever truth there was, as much for his own benefit asthe maid's.

"That won't be necessary,” Madron said, twisting her hair up into atidy knot. "I have seen the book
before, and in truth, the Latin passages are mine."

Hedidn't think so, not the book in hishand. " "Tis one she brought with her out of Usk," he explained,
which meant to him that it must be avery different red book than any Madron might have writtenin.
Good friend that she was, no nunnery would have had her.

"Aye, that'sthe one. The one from Usk." The dready much younger-looking woman walked over to the
cupboard and poured scented water out of an ewer onto a piece of white linen. To that she added afew
dropsof ail fromavid. "l put my father's prophesiesto page while | was exiled in the abbey. He gave
me the book, thinking a Catholic scriptoria was the safest place to keep older truths from being forgotten,
and a convent the best place to keep his daughter from being condemned for his own misdeeds.” The
cloth prepared, she wiped the age and lines from her brow. "Little did he understand the pious ladies of
Us."

"A convent, Madron?' Dain couldn't keep the doubt from hisvoice. If Madron was the kind of woman
coming out of Usk, no wonder Ceridwen was unlike any novice he had known.

"Only until no amount of my father's gold could induce the nunsto keep me." She laughed softly, folding
the cloth into clean quartersto wash her cheeks and chin.

No one could have that much gold, he thought, and she laughed again, casting aglance in hisdirection.
The witch was disconcerting.

Heturned his gaze back to Ceridwen. Shewas dumped in her chair, her chin tilted up, her mouth
partway open likeachild's.

"Isshevirgin?' Madron asked.
Damned disconcerting.

"Aye" he said, not wanting to wonder what made Madron think he knew. Ceridwen was not the first



maid he'd checked, but she was thefirst held checked strictly for his own knowledge.

"Y ou would do well to keep her that way. Twill only go hard with her if Caradoc finds her virtue
breached.”

Ceridwen gtirred, nestling her cheek deeper into the ermine. The scar down the side of her face showed
slver in the candlelight, her lashes gold, her mouth soft pink.

"Mayhaps she won't go to Caradoc,” he said, watching the chit and debating once more whether to
keep her. Caradoc could find another bride.

"Nay, Dain," Madron said quietly, turning to face him. " Sheis not for you. Shewill go north, and she will
marry Caradoc.”

"Why?| see no reason for it. The Boar can find adifferent bride." He didn't attempt to hide the
belligerent edge creeping into hisvoice. He was getting damned tired of peopletdling him what to do
with the maid. He was the ' one who had saved her from Ragnor, wasn't he? Without him, she would
have been long since dead, and the rest of them could have traveled to hell and back without finding a
trace of her.

"No," Madron sad, the conviction in her voiceirritating him further. "The true keepers of Balor must be
returned. Ceridwen was born there."

The maid had been bornin Balor?

"What isthisland to you?' he asked. Madron had some stake in the maid's future, and he would know
what it was.

" "Tisasacred place, rightfully known as Carn Merioneth, the place where my father died,” she
answered, and he thought the stew was getting thick indeed. Carn Merioneth and Baor were one and the
same. All Caradoc—and Madron and mayhaps Rhuddlan too—wanted was for Balor's chicken to come
home to roost. "He held a position of great power there once,” Madron continued, "and | would have it
back."

"Why not Wydehaw? The tower was Nemeton's.” And was now his. If she wanted to bargain with the
maid for her father'slegacy, |et her bargain with him.

"Wydehaw isthe map, Dain," she sad. "Merioneth marks the treasure itsdlf. There are not enough of us
left to win aman'swar of axe and bow. That much was proven fifteen years ago. Marriage is our best
recourse now and the maid isthe key."

"No onewinsa war," he sad, ill-tempered. "And damn few win a marriage, epecidly politica
marriage. In both, 'tis merely amatter of who losesless”

"Thistime, it shal be us." Madron moved back toward the fire and the chairs, using the cloth on her
hands. Her fingers were long and dender. The bracelets were gone. She wore no rings. "With Ceridwen
ab Arawn residing in the mountain of stone called Baor Keep, we can once again take up the reins of
duty that have been left dack too long.”

"We? Madron?' He dared to mock her with a smile and an arch of one eyebrow. "No one comesto
your door. No onewaits outside. In truth, | have never seen anyone other than the good Sheriff of



Hay-on-Wyetry to dly himsdf with you, and the dliance he wants would not take much of your time and
little more than alift of your skirts. No doubt heisthe reason 'tis not safe for you in the woods at night.”

"He hunts me, true," she admitted, drawing afootstool near and sitting close to Ceridwen. Shetook the
maid'shand in hers, turning it over and tracing the lines crisscrossing the younger woman's pam. "But the
sheriff iseasy enough to elude. | speak of the Quicken-tree.”

"Rhuddlan wanted to keep her, lack or no lack," hetold her, asif her choice of alies might need
recongderation.

"Rhuddlan and | often disagree on the best way to proceed, but never doubt that we have the same god
inour hearts." Finished with Ceridwen's right hand, she took up the maid's|eft and performed the same

gentleinvedtigation.

"Often disagree?' Dain begged to differ. "I have yet to see the two of you agree on anything.”
"Thereis Edmee," Madron said, her gaze intent on the maid's pam.

Of course.

Dan swore slently, lowering his chin toward his chest. He began rubbing his temples with an absent,
massaging gesture, a poor attempt to combat the sudden pain he felt. Edmee was Rhuddlan's daughter.
Good God.

The maid had been in Deri that €en, which was not unusua. He should have guessed her parentage long
ago.

"If Ceridwen is so important, where were you when Ragnor abducted her?* A change of subject wasthe
best he could manage.

"The maidislike quicksIver to hold," Madron said. "Twice she Escaped her cousin, and | managed to
shoo her back. Twas my preferred plan, for Morgan to take her north under the protection of the
Gwynedd prince, for my own involvement to be imperceptible until she was safely wed. Then she
escaped once more, and the beast got hold of her before | could intervene. Fortunately, she was quickly
givento you, and thereis no safer placein al the world for Rhiannon's daughter than Nemeton's tower.”

"My tower," he corrected her, looking up from be-neath his hand. Damnable aching head. Madron must
have some vderian for aninfuson.

"Only for aslong as Rhuddlan and | allow.” Sheinclined her own head to see him clearly.

"Y ou never opened the door, and neither did Rhuddlan. "'Twas | who managed to pierceits secretsand
freeitslock.” Coup, hethought, and the end of it. "Do you have any vaerian, Madron?"

"Aye" shesad, looking a him more closaly. "Poor thing. What isit? Y our head?'
IIAye.II
"Drink your posst, 'twill help. Thereis more water than winein it, and milk aways soothes. I'll fix you

an infusion shortly." She went back to searching Ceridwen's pam, her fingerslight upon the maid's pde
in.



He began to rdlax, thinking he'd won. Then she spoke.

"Neither of us opened the Druid Door, because neither of us can live comfortably among men. Rest
assured we can open it if necessary, and believe me when | tell you we can closeit, Dain, sedl it for a
thousand years, and not even your best tricks could gain you entrance.”

The pain came back doubled. Madron and Rhuddlan could lock him out of histower.

Paying him no mind with a ddiberation he found exceedingly aggravating, Madron smoothed her hand
over the deeping maid's brow. " She has her father's eyes, you know, so blue they look slver.” Her
fingertipstrailed down a soft cheek, her thumb caressing the tips of the golden eyelashes. "So pretty,” she
murmured, then sighed and drew her hand away. "Do not challenge meinthis, Dain. Shewill goto
Caradoc, and she will go untouched by you or any other man.”

As hed thought, Madron knew much, and none of it to hisliking.

"Y ou wrote much about death and destruction,” he said, "and blood and dragons. Thisiswhat shefears
S0 much, thisbit of Nemeton'sfancy.”

" 'Tisno fancy, but neither does she have reason to fear."
" S0 you say there are dragons?' he asked skepticdly.
She gave agraceful shrug. "In amanner of speaking.”

And heldd thought Madron not given to riddles. "What matter of speaking isthisthing caled 'pryf'?" he
asked, pressing for aless vague answer.

"The word trandates as worm or worm anima,” she said with a glance more candid than her reply.

A fair enough metaphor for adragon, he thought, reminiscent of lindorms and serpents and snakes and
God knew what dse, some real, some not. The witch seemed disinclined to differentiate.

"Time, by itsvery passng, changesitsdlf,” she continued. "What my father thought would be, hasnot all
cometo pass. Aslong as sheispure, Caradoc will not harm her. Like al men, he knows hisfuture lies
with his children. He wants those children to be of Rhiannon's blood and for there to be no doubt that
they aredso of his”

"Aye" Dain sad, scoffing. "The book speaks much of amaiden'sblood.”

"The red book goesits own way, liketimeitsdf, story upon story, unheedful of man. Y ou have done
well by her, Dain. Do not concern yoursdlf with her fate once sheis gone from the Hart Tower. Where
Ceridwen is concerned, there will be no blood spilled. Tonight | will give her knowledge, and naught
keeps awoman safer than the power granted by knowledge.”

Safe from what, he wanted to ask, but he only looked at Madron, struggling with his anger and her
advice. Ceri had been right. Twas abad night to be out in the woods.

"May | have my dreamstone?’ she asked, holding out her hand.



Hedid not answer, hisjaw wastoo tight, but pulled the stone from hisdeeve and let it fal and the chain
rippleinto her open pam.

She threaded the chain through her fingers and held the stone up to thefirdight. Again the rainbows
danced and spun.

" 'Tisapretty thing, isit not?' she asked.

"Aye" hesaid, and as quickly asthat felt its power, arippling awareness that flowed into his body,
warm and soothing and pleasantly seductive. That was Madron's mistake, for he waswary of nothing
more than seduction. "Damn you, Madron,” he swore, tearing his gaze away from the crystaline rock.
"Dont ply your trade on me, witch."

"Mayhaps | will be damned for other things, good friend. But not for this.”

Thelights were suddenly everywhere, glittering on Madron, in her hair and across her face, glittering on
every cottage wall, flashing around him in rainbow hues, inescapable, creating aconfusion of color and
leaving but one idand of serenity in the chaos, one sanctuary—the dream-stone. He looked back for no
more than amoment's respite, and a pulsing brightness flickered to life at the very center of the crystd, a

white flame with an ebb and flow, and it came upon him with the sound of thundering waves breaking on
afar shore, filling hisvison with awhite, frothing sea

"Cei?' He cdled the maid's name, blindly reaching for her. Something crashed to the floor. Coins
clattered. Hefdt histhroat tighten.

"Don'tfight it, Dain. Let go, let go." He heard Madron's voice drifting to him over the tops of the waves.
"Slegp and dream of naught.”

"Bloody damn witch," he gasped.

Madron smiled and reached forward to close hiseyes. "Aye," she crooned.

A0

Chapter 12

Madron sat on the footstool and looked at the pair of them dumbering side by side in the carved
honey-maple chairs. There was much work to be done before the dawn, but their beauty held her for the
moment. Dain, with hislong chestnut-colored hair loose and flowing across his charm-marked gambeson,
was from the earth, the hot center of it. His color was a deep dark brown—eyebrows, eyelashes, eyes,
al the samerich shade ashishair, his skin lighter but having atawny hue, hismouth like his skin but
kissed to a silken texture with an underlying hint of rose. Ceridwen wasice and snow, river and sea, dl
things made of blue-white water and more so when mixed with air. She was the mist coming over the
land, the fog-shrouded mystery of the open ocean, the dewdrops left by night upon the earth. Ephemerd,
yet ever-returning. He was iron forged into sted; she was the cool temper needed to bring out its
grength.



Thank the gods she was Hill virgin. Madron hadn't redlized how tempting the little one would turn out to
be, or how strangely vulnerable Dain had become. He had never had his head turned before by amaid;
though, in truth, not many tried to woo D'Arboisssorcier. Those with any intelligence about them
reckoned him too dangerous, and women without intelligence failed to appreciate him. Then there was
the Lady D'Arbois. That one had a conniving sort of clevernessto spare, and no good useto put it to
other than making trouble. Dain avoided her nestly enough. Y et it seemed he had fdlen to Rhiannon's
innocent daughter without so much as a Sidestep.

The Hart Tower was the safest place for Ceridwen, but under the circumstances, the quicker she was
away the better. Madron could do much to speed her on her journey north, much she hadn't deemed
necessary until sheld seen the look in Dain's eyes as held watched the maid.

She would start with checking the damage Ragnor had done. Dain wastruly skilled, and Edmee had
kept her informed of Ceridwen's progress, but she would do well to look for hersdlf, as she was sure
Moairaor another of the Quicken-tree women had done.

The broken ankle was potentialy the most damaging. If the bone did not hedl, or the setting of it had not
been good, Ceridwen would be crippled and aways have pain. Madron had watched the maid walk
across the cottage and had been surprised at the dightness of her limp. Theinjury should have been much
worse, consdering the mere fortnight of time that had passed since the beast had attacked her.

When Madron kndlt and lifted Ceri's skirt, she realized why the maid's gait was so easy—Quicken-tree
cloth. Wide strips of it wrapped her foot, ankle, and the lower part of her leg. Rhuddlan's generosity
surprised her. The cloth had strong hesling properties and was near indestructible, but the source of it
had been lost the night the Quicken-tree leader had sealed the maze. That he should give so much to
Ceridwen did not set well with her. She preferred the maid to have aslittle importance to him asDain
had suggested, until her own goas had been fulfilled.

Shefdt through the cloth to the ankle beneath and pressed carefully. Her fingers detected no cause for
dismay and adequate justification for relief. Sheld been right to let Dain keep the maid thusfar. His kills
were unsurpassed even by Moira, an amazing feat for such apurely morta being. The Quicken-tree
woman had added speed to the healing, but 'twas Dain who had set the bone to perfection. The maid
would not limp for long.

The scar down the side of Ceri's face was worse than she'd thought it would be, just asthe stitchery was
better. She gently touched the bright red line, her fingers pausing on each tiny set of marks|eft by Dain's
gtitching. Hed worked long on the girl. Both the cut and the sawing of it followed the curve of her
hairline, though Madron detected places where held pulled the skin and taken extra stitches to better
close the wound and lessen the scarring. Twas askillful courtesy.

She left the strangest injury until last. Bones were oft broken in afight, and knives were the weapon of
choicein close combat, but biting an overpowered, much smaller opponent harkened back to avice
beyond brutality. Ragnor had tasted the maid's blood, and Madron liked that not. She'd beenin the
forest the day Morgan had lured the red knight into histrap. In truth, she'd helped distract D'Arbois's
other men, and she'd wished the thief godspeed in taking his prize to Caradoc.

She loosened the girl's gown and kirtle and skimmed her fingers dong the edge of the chemiseto revea
the wound. The smdl| of rascafilled the air and brought asmile to her mouth. No remedy had been spared
themaid.

A crescent-shaped scar cameinto view on Ceridwen's shoulder, followed by itsreplicain opposition.



Madron's brow furrowed. The marks were oddly celestia, a waxing moon and an offset curve of a
waning moon. Ragnor had a crooked jaw and an overbite, she deduced, the waxing moon being so much
clearer than itswaning counterpart. She liked not the look of it, but there was naught she could do. It was
not festered, and for that she was grateful.

Behind her, the door of the cottage opened with aclick of the latch, the accompanying breeze setting the
candle &flicker. Edmee was due from Deri, and Madron turned with awelcoming smile. Sheldd sensed no
danger, but her smile quickly faded when she saw al who entered.

Sheroseto her feet with regd grace, relying on acam visage to hide her discomposure.

"Come, love," she said to Edmee, meeting her daughter partway and enfolding her in awarm embrace,
".How fared you at Wydehaw?' Shetilted her head down to rub her cheek againgt the girl's forehead.

Edmee's answer brought back her smile.
"If dl you do iseat Dain's comfits, ‘tisawonder helets you come atall.”

Edmee's eyelashes |owered as pink stole over the tops of the girl's cheeks, rousing Madron's curiosity. If
they'd been aone, she would have inquired further into the matter, but they were not aone.

"l hope Mairafed you something more substantia,” she said, gently lifting her daughter's chin to better
see her eyes.

Aye, Edmee gestured, asmdl grin teasing her mouth. Shed had awonderful timein Deri. Dain had
come, surprising everyone by bringing Ceridwen with him, and Edmee had been able to tell them about
the maid, but she wastired now and could she please be excused to go to bed?

Madron rolled her eyes at the rush of slent words and gave her daughter akiss on the cheek before
letting the girl dip away to theloft. In winter they dept closeto thefire, but the nights had gotten warmer
of late. She noticed Edmee stop and touch first Dain and then Ceridwen, lightly smoothing her palm over
their brows, bringing her hand down the sides of their necks, and pressing her fingers against their skin.
The girl would someday have Moiras touch.

Edmee glanced over her shoulder with aquestion in her eyes. Madron answered with aquick sign for
deep, nothing more than a Druid deep, the easiest of spdllsto cast and the first sheld taught her daughter.

When the girl was gone, she looked up at the man standing by the door. Hewastall and blond, with
gray stresks running through his hair and a broad blue stripe painted across hisface. She knew that if she
ran her fingers through those silky strands aong the left side of his head, as she had done once so long
ago, shewould find afifbraid, one woven out of five pieces, underneath the rest of hishair.

"So you actualy thought to keep Ceridwen ab Arawn from me?' she asked.

"] wanted to see Rhiannon's daughter,” Rhuddlan said, "and | wanted her to see me. She remembers
nothing of the Quicken-tree.”

"She remembers df shot," Madron told him with ahint of smugness. The maid lacked nothing. " "Twas
thefirg thing she chose off my table.”

"Thenitiswell sheisherefor you to remind her of therest." His gaze shifted to the deeping pair.



"Though | doubt if Lavrans appreciates your methods. | would not have thought him susceptible to
bewitchment."

"I'm not the one who has him bewitched." It was apartid truth, but gill truth. He had been an easy mark
this night. She had tested him afew times over the yearswith alittle of this, alittle of that, and had aways
found him unassailable. HEd caught her oncetrying abit of glamour and voice on him, and had given her
asmilethat had chilled her to the bone. Sheld been much more careful from then on.

Something or someone had softened his cynic's heart, though, and made him vulnerable. Her coin would
be on someone named Ceridwen ab Arawn. A shame, redlly. Madron had aways found hislack of faith
in humanity one of hismost endearing qualities, for it kept her on the edge, wondering if hewould ever be
proven wrong, if his heart would ever open with even the narrowest of cracks. Now it had happened.
There had been no fanfare, no beating of drums, no faling stars—only awoman accidentaly crossing his
path.

"He does seem taken with the maid,” Rhuddlan said, echoing her thoughts with far too much
presumption in hisvoice for her peace of mind.

"Why areyou here?" she asked. "Moirausualy brings Edmee home." 1t had never done her any good to
be subtle with Rhuddlan, or to be patient. "'Twasfar better to know his game from the start.

"Y ou will need my help before morning, to get them back to Wydehaw," was dl he said, but shefelt his
reasoning fell short of the mark.

"And?' she prompted.

Helooked at her from across the width of the cottage, his eyes dight with amischief it seemed the
Quicken-tree never outgrew. "'l would trust you with my life, Moriath, but no further than that."

Aye, shewould trust him with her life too, but no further. So she was to be watched. Well, she thought,
let him waetch.

"Bring morewood in for thefire," she said, disguising her acquiescence with acommand, and her unease
with an imperious manner. Twas never easy for her to be with him, especidly done. No one called her
Moriath anymore, except for Rhuddlan. Her own daughter knew her as Madron. She'd.changed her
name to sever any ties between her and the twins after she'd left them in the religious houses, and so that
she could live near Wydehaw without her father's past marking her or people connecting her with
Merioneth. But through Rhuddlan she was connected, to Merioneth, to the Quicken-tree, to the past and
to the future and to love.

When dl was ready and her uninvited guest situated where he could observe without interfering, she
crossed over to the cupboard and reached up to itstopmost shelf. From there she withdrew an
earthenware jar.

"Hadyn draig,”" Rhuddlan murmured. Dragon seed. She knew he had asmilar jar himsdlf, one
crosshatched with ochre and woad and sealed with beeswax.

"The scent will remind her of her last night at Carn Merioneth, of the place where | found her and
Mychee! in the caves."

"Will dso remind her of thewater track,” Rhuddlan said.



Sheturned to face him, her brows furrowed. "Y ou smdtpryfthis evening beneeth the fdls? Asfar south
asthis?’

He nodded and leaned forward in the chair, his elbows resting on theintricately carved arms, hisfingers
laced together. The Quicken-tree cloth moved with the sheen and fluidity of water over hisbroad
shoulders and across his chest. "The fragrance was rich on the track, though it lasted but a moment.
"Twas what brought me to Deri so soon in the year, the scentof pryf.”

She'd wondered why held been so early into Wroneu and able to waylay Dain and Ceridwen. Moira
had been in the oak grove since the end of Nuin, but the others hadn't been expected until Beltaine. She
kept her musingsto hersaf as she picked up asmal ritud blade, an athame, from one of the cupboard's
shelves and incised the beeswax.

"Y ou, too, must have been feding the turmoail in the north thislast year," he said, "especialy since
Ngetd."

"Aye." She had fdt the stirrings deep in the earth, and she'd fdlt the crude power of the one cdlling to the
children of Ddrei Goch and Ddrei Glas—too crude to be of Rhuddlan's making, she'd decided after
much deliberation—and had wondered if ‘twas just thepryfthemsel ves rousing into action that had made
the timing of Caradoc's summons auspicious. Now she was unsure. "But there can be no caller we do not
know. Gwrnach knew naught of pryf, thefool, and | cannot believeit is his son, the one they call the Boar
of Baor. | remember him asayouth, loud and boisterous, and lacking in any subtlety that would have
hinted &t influence in these matters.”

"When firg it happened, | thought it was you." Rhuddlan looked at her through eyes made evermore
bright by the dark woad across hisface. "Would have gone hard with you, Moriath, if I'd found that to
betrue

"No less hard than onyou, if what | had first thought wastrue," she warned him. "Now and again a
stranger has ssumbled onto athreadof mystery and at-tempted to follow it to Merioneth. Y ou know
yoursdlf they cannot fully understand on their own, and without understanding, naught but danger and
death awaits them beyond the Canolbarth.” She brought the jar to her nose and sniffed. A smile curved
her mouth. "This should do thetrick."

"No tricks," Rhuddlan said, pinning her with his gaze. "We have waited for Rhiannon's daughter to
become awoman and free the dragon spawn, because Nemeton's daughter told us ‘twas the best way to
reclaim what we lost when Carn Merioneth fell. But Ceridwen ab Arawn isnot as her mother was, even
Moirawill tdl you this, and now someone €l se summons thepryffrom their deep. There are those who
fed we made afool'sbargain.”

"Her lineage goes dl the way to Anglesey, to aMagus Druid Priestess.” She dismissed his concern with
awave of her hand, crossing in front of him on her way to the hearth. "None other than one such as she
can bring thepryfup from the deep, no matter how they may make the serpents squirm.”

Rhuddlan was not so eesily dissuaded. "We head north this night. Let us take her with us and soon
enough | cantell you if she can hold her placein the gates of time. | will even put Lavrans by her sideto
better her chances."

"Dainisnot Nemeton," she said coldly, liking not the turn of the conversation. She would countenance
no union between Dain and the maid, least of al as part of the sacred trinity of man and woman—who



truly were one—tylwyth teg, and the cosmos.

"Neither are you Nemeton," Rhuddlan replied. "We need akey, and many of the Quicken-tree think
Lavransisthe key to bresking the sedl on the maze, especidly if he hasthe maid'shelp.”

"Then you have made him into something heisnot." Anger sharpened her voice, an anger born of fear.
She and the Quicken-tree needed each other. They could not win if they were at cross purposes. "Dainis
acharlatan. He plays at being asorcerer. He plays at knowing magic. The villagers and castle folk of
Wydehaw take greet pleasurein believing in his charms, but his conjuring is no more than masterful
trickery. He knows this and would be thefirs to tell you it isso."

"And | tell you he hasthe gift of deep sight that the maid lacks. | would end this exile, Moriath, and see
Y Is-ddwfn once more."

Madron bit back arejoinder. She and Rhuddlan dways argued. They had been arguing for fifteen years,
ever gnce shed left him for thelast time. "Thereis more a stake here than the opening of the maze," she
sad with forced cam. "What good isopening it if you can't hold it? And you can't hold it without also
holding Carn Merioneth, amatter easly accomplished by amarriage the Prince of Gwynedd himsdlf has
sanctioned, and near impossible to accomplish any other way. Or would you go to the west and abandon
al who are here?!

"I would not abandon man. Tisthe duty of thetylwyth tegto be the bridge ‘tween men and their gods.
But with the maze open, we would have thepryfon our sde.”

"Towhat end?" she asked, finaly shocked out of her feigned cam. "They are not battering rams or
war-horses." Whatever in the world was he thinking? ™Y ou cannot do battle withpryf, nor with Ddrel
Goch and Ddrel Glas. They are not there to serve us. We are here to protect and serve them.”

"And we are none of us hereto serve Welsh princes and English lords. Y et you would do both before
youwould serve me." Hisface grew harsh in thefirdight, reminding her of dl that was unfinished between
them.

"l owe you much, Rhuddlan—"

"As much as you owe the damned Sheriff of Hay-on-Wye?" he demanded, pointing at the toothed and
clawed bearskin. -

"He gets naught from me but potions.”
"And | get naught but cold gratitude.”

Sheturned away in frustration and set about her business. In truth, her gratitude was not cold, at least
not nearly cold enough. He had been her first man, her only man. Though others had tried to win her
favors—or sted them, as had been the case with the lord of Carn Merioneth—none but Rhuddlan had
ever held her heart. He tempted her s0, but within that temptation lay her destruction. To be Rhuddlan's
woman was to not be her own, a price shewould not pay.

"After Ceridwenismarried,” she said, keeping her voice steady, "we will have a ceremony in the caves
and dl will be set aright. Y ou will be akeeper of dragons once more.”

"Andyou?'



"I?" Using thetip of the athame blade, she withdrew asmall amount of fine black powder from thejar
and cadt it over the flames. Blue-and-white smoke roiled up and turned in upon itsdlf. "I will become
what my father was, awatcher of the doorway of time."

Ceridwen smdlled swest, rich earth and felt warmth rolling over her body in waves. Her world had
turned into one of blue-and-white mists, but it seemed not to matter. Moisture in the air beaded on her
kin and tasted of sdlt.

"Sherouses,” aman said, and his voice was clear like spring winds.

A woman's voice cameto her next. "Welcome, daughter of Rhiannon. Daughter of Teleri, daughter of
Mar..."

She turned toward the warmth of the fair sounds and let thelilting music caress her skin, let the melodies
of the names dip into her veins.

"Daughter of Nessa, daughter of Esyllt..."

A faceformed in the mist, one of soft curves, green eyes, and long, flowing auburn hair. White arms
trailing digphanous wisps of violet cloth reached for her through the fog, beckoning. Moriath. Ceridwen
gmiled. She was safe with Moriath.

"Daughter of Heledd, daughter of Celemon..."

The face grew old, the eyes became wise, and al disappeared. Another face took its place, aface
formed in fire with devouring flamesfor hair and aterrifying fury upon itsfeatures. Ceridwen felt the heet
grow unbearable, felt her heart best

fagter. The fire-woman loomed larger, her hair burning holesin the fog and licking at the sky.

"Daughter of Arianrod..."

Then it began to rain. The fury was washed away and the fire-woman's own tears extinguished her
flames. Out of the tears awater-woman was born, her hair like acool running river, her eyeslikethe
ocean below the waves, calm and untouched by the storms passing through time.

Time

"Daughter of Don, Mother Goddess of usdl, cadled Danu, Dana of the light, Domnu of darkness, she
who has the earth as her womb and the sun as her heart. She whose tides pull with the moon, whose
limbs spread wide to hold the stars. We are dl children of the one who came before. Listen, child, to
your mother."

Earth.

Deeper than sheld ever been, and lost. The hushed sounds of continuous movement drew her onward,
down and down, through tunnels bored smooth. Ahead of her, acavern entrance glowed with a
grayish-green light. She approached the opening with asense of wonder in her heart and an eusive word



playing upon her lips. Shetried to speak the word, to make asound... asoft sound from inside, and
though her mouth formed the word, she couldn't hear the soft sound. Y et aveil was pulled aside, and she
looked into the cavern. All waswdl in thepryfnest, and she knew that as butterflies gave birth to
caterpillars, dragonsfirst gave birth topryf. There were always morepryfthan dragons, for they were the
makers and keepers of the tunndls. Farther dong the tunndl, much farther, another cavern appeared, and
with the shape of the word in and upon her mouth, she looked inside to find the dragon nest empty .

"Twastimeto cal them home.

Deeper ill, the smdl of brine cut through the richpryfscent. With the sea smell came the sound of
thundering waves, of water ebbing and flowing, ever on the move in the sweeping curves of currents, and
upon the shore of Mor Sarjf, the subterranean ocean, were the bones of her childhood, dragon bones.

"Thrice they come upon the land, to be born, to spawn, and to die.”

The words were her mother's and clear in her mind. The knowledge was hers. Thiswas what Rhiannon's
child had been born to do: to call the dragons home to spawn and later to die, and to send the young
dragons out to the deep beyond, where therolling of their mighty bodies would churn the tides and keep
the Moon coming back to the Sun, and the seasons of the Earth turning one upon the other.

She madeto leave, to return to the blue-white migts, when the sound of avoiceraised in full battle cry
drew her head around. She looked to the caves carved deep into the cliffs lining the shore. A man stood
there, the wind blowing long strands of his hair across hisface likeamask. A bright siword with a hilt of
braided slver and gold flashed in his hand. He glanced once in her direction, meeting her gaze acrossthe
shingle beach, and she saw the warrior's promise in hiseyes, equa parts of courage and despair. She
tried to go to him, but the fog rolled in from the open seaand swirled around him, until he was gone.

The losstore a her heart. Tears coursed down her cheeky and pooled in the corner of her mouth. Salt
water.

"Moriath, stop," Rhuddlan ordered.
"She but cries, df-man.”

"1 do not speak for Ceridwen's sake. Look to Dain." He liked not what he saw in Lavranssface.
Beneath the younger man's eyelids, his eyes were' twitching in adream state too wild to be naught but a
nightmare. His color had grown pale, his breathing ragged.

Dain had long since passed the subterranean ocean and was now so deep into the earth he felt its molten
core, the hot center of it. Sweat ran down hisface, under hisarms, down hislegs and the center of his
back, salty swest. Everything was darknessin the abyss, yet he could discern shapes.

Concern drew Madron's eyebrows together as she leaned forward and rested her palm on Dain's
forehead. His dream flowed into her through the pores of her skin, silent and intense, adark place with
unbearable heat and danger circling al around.

Sweet gods, she knew where he was, just as she knew he should not be there. She started to remove
her hand and bring him back, but asthetips of her fingers grazed his brow, another image cameto her, a
fleeting, tortured image of the mage's past: afull moon night on an unsettled seaand ablack tent hidden
among mountains of sand; acandle; abrazier of cods, the heavy, cloying scent of adangerous didtillation.
Three men, a bargain made, a deed done.



Shejerked her hand away.

"Get water," she said to Rhuddlan, scooting her footstool around to better face Dain. With methodical
efficiency, and despite trembling fingers, she unlaced his gambeson. She would save him from the abyss,
and then she would try to forget what else she'd seen just as surely as he tried to forget what he'd
done—and what had been doneto him.

Thewals of the tunnelswere curved, bulging, and moving with a soft hissng sound. They were dive.
How long had he been there? Eternity, atime beyond memory. There had been awoman once upon an
ocean's shore, but he had lost her long ago.

"He should have only dept, nothing more,” Madron muttered, working quickly to strip him down to his
braies. "Nothing more." The gambeson came off, followed by histunic.

When she removed his shirt, she stopped short, able to do naught but stare.

A blue-black tattoo encircled his upper arm with the interlocking curves of an ancient Cdltic design.
Other signs adorned him abovethetore.

"Who marked him thus?"' she asked Rhuddlan.

"l did. Two years back," Rhuddlan said, lowering abucket by her feet. " "'Twaswhat he wanted.”
"Towhat purpose?’

"Hedid not say."

He wouldn't, she thought. With her gaze, she followed the sinuouslines coloring Dain's skin. He had
chosen amogt painful way to remember the mysteries of her father's tower, by use of woad worked with
aneedle. A Druid symbol for the Sun was there above the tore, and waxing and waning
moons—disconcertingly similar to the scars on Ceridwen's shoulder—and between the moonswas asign
shedid not recognize. More of amap it was than asymbol, being made of many parts strung together
with lines. She reached out and traced the strange icon with her fingertip.

A gugt of hot wind—ah, sweet breath—traveled up from the opening at Dain's feet, thewormhole. The
scent was alure, meant to entice him closer to the edge. Theliving wall behind him heaved and groaned,
adding its own persuasion.

"Damned, swivingplace," he swore. Why was he there?

He'd thought to save awoman, the answer came, and to do it with asword. He looked down at the
wegpon in his hand. All was darkness, yet he could see the keen, gleaming edge of the blade. HEd
thought to save her with his courage, hislove, and his stedl.

"Twould not be enough. Her sdlvation would cot hislife.

Madron removed her fingers from Dain's tattoo and took the damp cloth Rhuddlan offered for cooling
the mage's fevered brow. Shewoyld do what she could to protect him from the dark place, which meant
protecting him from Rhuddlan. When his temperature had dropped, she wrung out the cloth again and
handed it to the Quicken-tree man. "Wipe him down once more. | will bring them out of their deep, and



you may take them back to Wydehaw. Ceridwen now has the knowledge she needs. When the time
comes, shell know what she must do.”

"And Lavrans?' he asked.

She got up from the footstool, making room for Rhuddlan to take her place. "I know naught what the
sorcerer dreams,” shelied. "'l intended nothing for him."

"Y et hedreams.”

"| did not say hewasn't adept. Like dl of hiskind, hisintuition exceeds hisintellect, and in hiscasethat is
acons derable achievement, as you would know if you've ever played chesswith him." She bent and
chose two fresh evergreen boughs out of abasket on the floor, and set them into the fire. The scent
would wash thepryfsmell from the air, creating a path for her two deepersto follow. When Rhuddlan
took them to Wydehaw, the night wind would do the rest, chasing the last of their dreams from their
minds

" "Tisnot uncommon,” she went on, "for aperson to be drawn into the deep of another, though usualy

only when thereis a strong bond between them.”

Rhuddlan smiled to himsdlf. Lavrans and the maid were bound, whether Moriath recognized theties or
not, bound by the magic that had always pulled aman and awoman together. For himsdlf, he would see
those ties wrapped ever more securely around the pair, until where one began and the other I€ft off
would be no more than amatter of pure conjecture. Ceridwen's bloodlines ran true enough for his needs,
evenif her art did not.

He shifted his gaze to the warrior by the maid's sde. Asfor Lavrans, Moriath wasright to fear him, for
the Dane would be the one to take her father's place at the gates of time.

A0

Chapter 13

Wine, Dain thought, groaning. He would never drink Madron's again, posset or not. His head pounded.
Pain flashed in sporadic bursts behind his eyes. He felt like held been wrung out to hisvery soul, and his
face was cold. Therest of him waswarm, though, pleasantly warm, surprisingly warm.

He moved hisfingers, lifting the tips up so he could better fed what was granting him hisonelevd of
grace. Twas soft, with asilky fed but anubby weave. He dared to open one eye.

Quicken-tree cloth, agreat swath of it, enfolded him like a cocoon. Another cocoon lay next to him, or
moretruly achrysdlis, for despite the softness of the shell, the contents showed every indication of
emerging with dl the beauty and delicacy of abutterfly.

He opened his other eye and swore to himsdlf as he took stock of their surroundings. By means he



found difficult to surmise, Madron had brought him and Ceridwen to the edge of Wroneu Wood. His
presence this near to Wydehaw must have aerted Elixir and Numa. They could not be far, nor could the

Cypriot.

"Kom." The command came out aweak croak, barely audible, yet adistant nickering answered him.
The dogs might belong to Rhuddlan in their hearts, but the mare was his. A moment later afar-off
barking, coming from the same direction as the Cypriot's neigh, brought haf a smileto his mouth.
Mayhaps Rhuddlan should look to the loyaty of hishounds, especially Numa. The maid had enchanted
the albino bitch as surely as sheld enchanted him.

The thought gave him pause, sparking amemory, a noticeably unpleasant memory. There had been
enchantment in the night. A vague sense of it haunted him, flegting images dipping across the surface of
his mind, then diving deep where he could not follow. Damn Madron. He hoped what she'd gained had
been worth the price of their friendship, for he would not forget nor forgive her trespass. Jald, too, had
been skilled a mesmerizing, but Dain had learned how to shift his awarenessto a place his master could
not reach. Madron and her dreamstone had dipped by his defenses, reminding him that even here, in this
place, amoment'sincaution could quickly turn a predator into prey—or awarrior into awhore.

Damn her. He was not without talent himsalf in the artof casting deep. The witch would not do the same
to him again, and she would not do it to Ceridwen.

He reached a hand out and touched the fringe of hair at the end of one of Ceridwen's braids. So soft.
Hed learned much of her in Deri and even more in Madron's cottage. The red book was not to be
heeded. By the author's own admission, sheld done naught but write down her father's prophesies, aterm
Dain was ever leery of, even from one such as Nemeton must have been. As Madron had said, time
changed itsdf by its own passing. Prophesy often took on the trappings of myth, and myth, morelikely
than not, meant metaphor, athing to be studied, but not to be feared.

Caradoc was another matter.

Hetangled hisfingersthrough the pale braids of Ceridwen's hair, letting them dip across his skin dong
with the shimmering threads of Quicken-tree riband. Pretty maid. Unbidden by more than his heartfelt
desire, she sghed in her degp and turned toward him. His gaze fel immediately to her mouth.

He remembered love, what it had been like to want agirl with al hisbody and soul, to wait and watch
and suffer and need, to lie awake a night with hisloins on fire despite the rdlief he gave himsalf, because
his hand was not what he wanted, but the girl, the woman part of her, the fed of her beneath him, dll
satiny skin and heavenly mouth. He remembered the smdll of awoman giving hersdf in love and thetaste
of awoman in heat. No food nurtured so deeply or with such oneness.

He remembered love, the making of love with awhisper and a caress, and he remembered lust, the edge
of it cutting deep, exacting satisfaction with afierceness that would not be denied.

And he remembered something el se, something that had no part of Ceridwen, something he wished had
no part of him, except he had been part of it, those dark gamesin desert tents, when a man wanted only
what another man, or aboy, could give. He had heard of such in hisyouth, had even euded afew
amorous advances. But in the desert—ah, in the desart, ‘twas so much different from the hasty couplings
he'd imagined he would have to endureif hisknife hand had not been quick and hisfeet even quicker.

In the desert there was heet, languorous heeat, and incensefilling the air and teasing the senses; and there
waskjfto inhae, tofill up your lungs and numb your mind. And there was wine, to easetheliesinto truth;



and the seduction of opium to put a blessed haze over your perceptions and mask the most unbearable
loathing, leaving only your disgust to be dedlt with later. And disgust, he'd learned, was no deterrent to
survivd, not after thefirst few times.

"Shit," he muttered, and rolled onto his back, dropping ahand over his eyes. He did not want to
remember those things, not when he lay next to awoman he wanted.

Edmee was s0 perfect in her muteness, unable to ask questions, unable to ask her teacher the nameafhis.
Jdd. Jdd d-Kamam. In every nuance. " Shit."

Madron had skewed the whole of it out of kilter with her talk of locking the tower. He was too closeto
making his Philosopher's Stoneto risk exile, and even then he needed the tower. Though he could take
the Stone with him, little good it would do him without the upper chamber to guide him through the
cosmosin thefina steps of drawing down the dixir and the pneuma

Transformation.
Transformation was the key to putting his past behind him, to forgetting.

His chest tightened painfully. Bloody, sodding Madron. How much of hismind had she seen? Another
gpasm wracked him. He pulled hislegs up and eased back over onto his side, facing Ceridwen. The
witch had ruined him with her damned Druid deep.

Behind him, the sun broke the horizon, sending the morn'sfirst true shafts of light streaming acrossthe
land, skimming treetops and pouring into meadows. The brightness touched Ceri's eydidsfirgt, then
spread down across her cheeks, and farther still to her mouth. He reached for her again, unable to resist.
They'd kissed in the grass across the river from Deri.

Some people believed in the transforming power of love. Looking upon the maid, he wished he dared to
believe. Shewas so exquisite. Her skin absorbed the dawn and reflected it back with the radiance of her
soul.

Hefeared hewasin love, and in lust. The utter, godforsaken irony of it should have killed him on the
spot. But no, there would be no instant annihilation. He was a survivor, praying every day to agod he'd
foresworn that he would find the redemption he no longer believed existed—except, mayhaps, in nature
hersdf, in the shape of the sky and the substance of the earth, in the metals and minerals and stones, if he
was clever enough to find the key.

But then, cleverness and keys were his strong points. Hadn't he opened the Druid Door, and hadn't he
unlocked the secret of Nemeton's rotating spheres, that most strange contraption he'd found in the upper
chamber, the source of Erlend'sworst nightmares?

All he needed awaited him in histower, the planets above and Earth's treasures below. He wastoo far
down the road to chance achangein course, even for such arare cresture aslay by hisside. Hewould
give Madron no reason to lock him out of the Hart Tower.

Resigned, and somewhat steadied by reaching the only logica decision, he withdrew hisfingersfrom
Ceridwen's hair. She wanted magic? He would give her what magic he knew. To ease some of the days
of her life, he would teach her of women's herbs, of yarrow and lady's mantle, vervain, rue, and water
pepper. And to assuage her fears of marriage, he would teach her how to use aknife. He would give her
an advantage, the edge of ablade, for few things stopped a rutting man quicker than adagger at his



throat or hisballs.

Hewould give her the Damascene, since she was dready taken with it. The hilt fit her hand well enough.
‘Twould be hiswedding gift to her and let Caradoc make of it what hewould. Hisold friend wasin for a
number of surpriseswith hisbride.

A loud rustling in the brush announced the dogs,. yet ‘twas the Cypriot who reached him first. She
nudged the back of his head with her soft muzzle, warming his skin with her breeth. The dogs tumbled out
of the woods after the horse.

"Aye" he muttered as they bounded around and stuck their cold nosesinto hisear and licked his cheek.
"I'm glad to see you too."

With agesture, he directed them both to sit. Numa disobeyed with typica predictability, trotting over to
be next to the maid. She gave him aquizzicd glance from acrossthe rise of Ceridwen'ship, asif asking
permission for the done deed.

"Fie, bitch," he grumbled, pushing himsdf to astting pogtion.

The dbino stretched her head down to lick Ceridwen on the cheek and nose, and Dain found himsdlf
sunk to another new low: being jeaous of adamn dog.

"Ceri?' He shook her arm. "Ceridwen." "'Twastime for them to be up and gone. He preferred not to be
caught dalying inthewoodsin the light of day.

She mumbled afew words of protest, and he shook her again, then rose with an arm wrapped tightly
around hisribs. Pae blue eyes squinted up at him through gold-tipped lashes.

"Come,chérie," he said, forcing asmile and alightness he did not fed. " Our adventure has | asted through
to the morn, and we must find our beds.”

Adventure, aye, Ceridwen thought through the haze of deep. They'd had an adventure, she and the
sorcerer, amarvelous adventure full of strange people and stranger places.

There had been awood with wild folk gathered around a mother oak of enormous girth. A waterfal had
shimmered over their heads, revedling a secret trail. They'd found a cottage hidden in a pine forest, and
ing de the cottage she'd found amarve. Her hand went to the pouch hanging from her girdle, and she
smiled. The ef shot was safe. "'Twas awondrous thing to have, but there had been something esein the
cottage, something less tangible and far more strange than her prized f shot. Her smile faded. Memories
had been in the cottage, her own and those bel onging to others, memories of agreen-eyed maid from
long ago, and dreams. They had cometo her in afog and must have dipped back into the selfsame
cloud, for most of them were not clear in her mind now. Y et she remembered love, strong and pulsing
with the heart of the earth, luring her into adark abyss. She remembered the anguish and the fierceness of
it, and she remembered the man, awarrior.

"Come. Tisnot far,” Lavrans said, and when she looked up, 'twas him, with hisflowing dark hair and
broad shoulders silhouetted against the sky.

Denid quickly followed. Lavrans had kissed her, and the kissing had created confusion. He was no
warrior; he was a beguiler. The man in her dream had wielded a sword, not arowan wand.



But even the quickest of denials could not change what she'd seen, or what sheld felt. Twashim.

"Come, Ceri. We can be home before mid-morn.” She followed the sweep of his hand as he gestured to
the west and the last shadows of night. The stone walls of Wydehaw roseinto agray sky from adistant,
rocky crag, itstowers wreathed in garlands of dawn mist.

The great hal of the castle wasin an uproar. Servants scurried thisway and that, kicking deeping dogs
and snoring guardsmen out of their way with equa vigor. Wasn't often they had the chance to get a swift
foot on one of the mesnie without facing even swifter retdiation, but the overseeing black scowl of their
lord, Soren D'Arbois, approved al meansto hisend. He wanted the hall cleared. He wanted hyssop
strewn on the rushes. He wanted clean linen on the dais tables, and he wanted fresh bread and ale. The
Boar of Baor was less than aleague north of the Wye, bearing down on Wydehaw with a column of
thirty men.

"Boar," Soren muttered.

"Milord?" A fresh-faced squire stopped in histracks, hisarmsfull of bee balm, and looked up
expectantly.

Soren eyed the boy, momentarily distracted from his grim musings. He liked dark boys, and this one was
darker than mogt, with coa-black hair curling across his brow and ebony eyes shining bright and
innocent.

Too innocent, he decided, and sent the squire off with a cuff to the ear. "Hyssop, boy. Hyssop, | said.”

Damn Vivienne. Where was she? Strewing herbs was her bailiwick, not his,

"Boar," he muttered again. The man would want his bride and Ragnor, and Soren could lay clam to only
one. Damn the red beast for bringing such as Caradoc down on his head and then disappearing without
so0 much as a by-your-leave. Having Ragnor brought to the Boar in chains would have ameliorated some
of the northern lord'swrath at the treatment his betrothed had received in Soren's demesne.

What was he to do?

He grabbed a passing kitchen maid by her arm and drew her up short. "Pies," he said, sticking hisface
closeto hers. "Mest pies.”

"Aye, milord," she said, her head bobbing, her eyes round and wide.

He released her with ashove that sent her sumbling. A guardsman caught her with a hearty guffaw and
"Ho, wench," but Soren would have none of that. He glared a the man until he released the maid.
Ragnor's lugt for the swiving of women was what had caused the calamity about to be unleashed upon
themadl.

And Caradoc's own carelessness, Soren thought uncharitably, and mayhaps the Prince of Gwynedd's
and hisman's, whoever that had been. One maid should not be so hard to hold that afool could lose her
in the woods and leave her easy prey for ahunting party. Lavrans kept her easily enough.

Of course, Ragnor had broken her ankle, an act that was bound to Slow down even the quickest girl,



which was certainly what the red knight had intended.

"Bah." Soren made adismissive gesture with his hand, and three servants ran into one another, trying to
decipher the cryptic command. "Bah," he growled again, giving them hisevilest eye. "Bah!"

With much bumbling and mumbling, the three sorted themsalves out and scattered. Fools. He was
surrounded by foals, sans one, the captain of his guard, the beast Ragnor. Where had the man gone?
And why?Humiliation was nothing new in Wydehaw's hall. Twas amost guaranteed when Lavranswas
aman's opponent. Ragnor had lost to the sorcerer before without fleeing.

Therewas mischief in the man's disappearance. Soren fdlt it. He knew it, but there was no proof, no clue
that the man had done other than run off. But to where? No word had come back of him. The men who
had been hunting with Ragnor that morn had reported finding boar sign and tracking the pig toitslair.
Therethe party had split up, each circling within sight of the others, ready to cut off the swine should it try
to escape, hounds yapping at their heels and the hole in anticipation of the bloodshed to come. But there
had been no boar, only the scent of one to drive the dogs mad, and then there had been no Ragnor.
Everyone had seen him, no one had seen him disappear, but neither he nor his destrier were to be found.

Mischief, to be sure, but by whom, Soren wondered, and to what end ? There were those in the woods
who were wild and particularly fond of mischief, the Quicken-tree, but they ever avoided the world of
men, and they would find the rancid Ragnor particularly offensve.

Soren looked through the gloom of the hall to the iron cresset where the demoiselle had hung from her
chains. Had it been magic? Mayhaps Lavranss spell had taken hold and even now Ragnor lay fast adeep
in some secret grove. And mayhapsthe spell did hold time at bay, and his captain would not awaken for
athousand years.

Now there was athought worthy of hisfather's great bard, Nemeton, who had dealt much with thewild
ones. Nemeton, Soren thought. The Sanctuaryin the bard's own language, a strange name for amurdering
bastard.

Spells, bah. Hisfather had believed in the power of the unseen, and what had it gotten him besidesa
dead wife? Lavrans was no sorcerer except by design. "Twas the reason Soren enjoyed him so, watching
the man beguile everyone from the king's sheriff to the lowliest scullery maid with no more than hiswits.
All except Soren himsdlf trembled in the black-cowled demon's presence. Vivienne trembled out of lug,
true, but dtill she trembled.

Soren would have trembled for the wizard, on hiskneesif need be—or actualy, preferably on his
knees—if it would have gotten him into Lavranss bed, but dl of his efforts had been futile. Y et he il
held out hope, for there was something in Dain's dark gaze, a near unconscious sensudity inherent in his
demeanor that beckoned and incited Soren in away no other man's gaze ever had. Dain Lavrans was not
innocent of any pleasure. Soren knew that truth down to his bones.

"Food or aman?' awoman asked.
"What?' He snapped out of hisreverie and found hiswife standing next to him by the hearth.

"Food or aman?' Lady Vivienne repeated with abland smile. "Nothing € se brings that sappy, glazed
look to your eyes, Soren.”

Bitch.



"I've ordered meat pies made for the evening med," he said.

"If 'twas Ragnor's meat ‘twould be better for us. I'm afraid the Boar of Baor is going to be sorely
disappointed not to have anybody to torture.”

Soren gave hiswife acool look. "Mayhaps I'll find someone to sacrifice before he leaves.”

Vivienne did naught but return the threat with asmile. "Let ustake his measurefirst, my love. Thenwe
ghdl see who shdl torture whom."

"Milord." A man came running up, breathless and pale, but moving under his own power and—aquick
glance downward confirmed it—till dry inthe front of histunic. Noll had gained instant notoriety for
surviving hismission to fetch the sorcerer on the night of the storm, returning singed and unconscious,
struck down by asizzling bolt of undiluted magic, amighty bulwark overcome by the ungodly powers of
bewitchment (thislast being his own interpretation of events). He had become the hero of the scullery,
with dl its attendant benefits with the kitchen maids, and now ingsted on his duty as messenger to the
Hart Tower.

"Milord, | looked ev'rywhere, both up and down, right into the thick of the place, and she's not to be
found."

"Who?' Vivienne asked, before Soren could fully absorb what the man had said.

"The demoisdle, lady. Neither she nor Lavransisin the tower, or anywherein the castle.” Noll paled
even further under Lady Vivienne's darkening gaze. His speech grew fainter, fading into abare whisper of
breath. "Thereisonly old Erlend in the Hart. Not even the hell hounds are about.”

Hed lost themaid. Soren fdt ill, acondition only worsened by hiswife turning her fury on him.

"I think mayhaps you are right after al, my love. There can be no doubt of a sacrifice being made this
day."

With abemused smile, Caradoc accepted another sugar-encrusted apple tartlet from the proffered tray.
The Lady D'Arboiswas putting him off, delaying him with charm, procrastinating with smdl talk, and
treading the razor edge of hisanger with alight step. She was nonetheless doomed. If Ceridwen ab
Arawn was not soon brought before him, hewould gut every living soul within the castle wals and burn
Wydehaw to the ground.

He had asked for Lavrans with no more success. That the two of them should be missing at the same
time did not bode well for hisold friend. Y et Dain was no boy to be led about by his cock. The two
hundred marks were with Caradoc's captain, Dyfn, aong with saffron and violet sugar, enough to
reimburse Lavransfor histrouble. There were no oranges, in part because there were no orangesto be
had, and in part because he would allow himsdlf to be pushed only so far by ether friendship or
necessity. Past that point, he would simply take what was his.

"Did you have much rain on your journey?' Lady Vivienne asked, touching her fingersto hisforearmina
gesture so coyly seductive that Caradoc wondered if there might be reason to keep her dive longer than
the others. The green wooal of her gown was embroidered round the neck and deeves, which were short



to reved the yellow kirtle beneath. The girdle hanging about her hips repeated both colors edged in gold.

Helet hisgazerise to her face. She was pretty enough in aningipid way others might find appealing. For
himsdf, he preferred dramato prettinessin aface, though the crud little twist that passed as her amile
held promise.

"No rain that | noticed," he said.

She laughed and touched him again, thistime I etting her fingers dide down his deeve and over the bronze
points on hisarm guard, until they caressed the bare skin of hishand.

D'Arbois was married to awhore. How intriguing.
"How long until your hushand returns, lady?" he asked.

"Oh, not long," she assured him, then, asif redlizing a missed opportunity, shelowered her lashes. "Or
should | say, not nearly long enough.”

"Twas histurn to laugh, and he did heartily. After he gutted her husband and burned her home, he'd take
this one north with him.

Vivienne blushed on cue, awell-practiced art, and wondered how much longer she could hold her
guedt's attention without having to take her clothes off. Soren had put her in an impossible situation. Stave
off the Boar, hed said, asif she were asoldier wieding asword and buckler.

The shame of it was, if they were unable to produce the chit, the Boar waslikely to leavein arage
without giving Vivienne achance to properly seduce him, and she so wanted to seduce him. The sorcerer
paled in comparison to this man.

Caradoc wastall, broad, and muscular, without the gross excess of flesh that marred Ragnor. His hair
was not the beast'swiry red, or Lavranss silky chestnut, but was gold upon gold, thick and heavy likea
royd lion'smane. The smilarity to the king's heradry made him seem even more thewarrior, asdid the
studded leather guards on hisforearms. He was no dave to fashion, but to battle.

Y et he was beauttifully fashionable. Histunic was of the softest, warmest brown wool, the shirt benegth
of the finest cream-colored linen. His chausses were dark brown, his bootsfit him to mid-calf. No
jewelry adorned him besides asmple brooch that held his cloak, but he needed none. His eyeswere
finery enough. A mysterious hazel they were, with flashes of green and gold—and even white, shewould
swear—within the blue-toned depths.

The only unsavory thing about him was the man heid brought with him, aleech dressed in monk's clothes
with the odd name of Helebore. Fortunately, the man was not given to company. Shortly after thelr
arrival, he had disappeared into the chambers assigned to Caradoc and had not been seen since.

"Mayhaps you would like to seethe rosary," she suggested to the Boar. " There are few blooms as of
yet, but ‘tisenclosed with ahigh wall."

Caradoc leaned in close, and she saw that indeed, there were flecks of whitein theirisesof hiseyes. "l
have spent many apleasant hour in ladies gardens,” he said, "and am sure that even without the
sweetness of spring'sfirst blossoms, yours would proveto be asfragrant asany | haveddlied in."



There was no pretense in the blush that flamed in Vivienne's cheeks. The color was caused by true
emotion, excitement srummed to life by the dark timbre of hisvoice.

"Shall we meet this afternoon?’ She would have wine brought up from the cdllar, and more of Renaud's
apple tartlets baked. There should be a coverlet or two discreetly arranged on one of the benches. No
sensein dirtying agown.

"Aye" heanswered. "Let us meet this afternoon.” He smiled, and Vivienne near svooned with the thrill
of it.

"Then excuse me, milord, and | shall go see what keeps my husband.” And if needs be, Viviennewould
shake the chit Ceridwen free of whatever hidey-hole she'd found so she could present the pale, scarred
thing to her betrothed. With his mind thus eased, there would be no distractionsin their tryst, and
certainly no competition for hisfavors.

"Have you found her?' Caradoc no sooner shut the door to his chambers than he asked the question of
Helebore.

"Aye, shel's here now." Theleech did not look up to answer, but continued staring into his silver-rimmed
mazer, amaple scrying bowl hefilled with water and other less pleasant things when he wanted to see
what could not be seen.

"What do you meannow?" Caradoc asked.

Helebore glanced over his shoulder. " She was not in Wydehaw when we arrived, but sheis here now,"
he explained. "They will find her soon enough, and then they will call for us."

Caradoc was both irritated and relieved. "Where was she?'
"l do not know."

"And her hedth?Isit good?"

"l do not—"

"Damn you, man! Do not tell methat you do not know." His anger dipped the bounds of irritation and
became rage. He raised his hand to strike, but was stopped by Helebore's warning gaze.

" Tisafascinatingly difficult thing to seeinsde the Hart Tower," theleech said, hisvoice cam, though his
eyesreflected an ominous caution. "I have never encountered such amaze of vells, one after the other,
like the layers of an onion. | know she'sin there, and Lavranstoo, but | cannot see clearly beyond the
Druid Door. Will beinteresting, indeed, to study it up close.”

"We are not here to study doors,” the Boar said tightly, and Helebore noted the effort it took for the man
to lower his hand. Cretinous brute. He cared naught what Caradoc thought. The opportunity was too

ripe to miss. Helebore planned on studying and touching the door, and smoothing his hands over its
wood, if wood it was. Study it and learn it, fedl it and devour it, for the door had been made by
Nemeton, he whose name had been whispered evenin Y nys Enlli. The Brittany bard had been well
known among men for whom arcane mysteries and secret knowledge were the bresth of life. Blagphemy,



the Culdees had said, and had thrown Helebore into the sea—only him, though, when there should have
been another to drown at hisside, for it took two to whisper.

Hislipstwisted at the memory. Blasphemy to search for the source of God's power, a God Helebore
believed in unequivocdly, but not blasphemy to murder abrother monk? And for unjust causes? Saints,
indeed. Frightened fools was more the truth, satisfied to glut themselves on piety and alegories of the
abstract, when the abstract was waiting to be seized by a strong hand. Life everlasting was exactly that.
Immortaity was within aman's grasp. Life here and now, and then and forever. If God had not wanted
man to search, He would not have made some men into searchers.

Helebore was a searcher.

Nemeton was afinder. He had not died, Helebore's fellow whisperer had said, and neither need they, if
they could discover the Druid's path and the source of thepryf, the very key itsdlf. Throughpryfaman
could be transformed. A past could be forgotten, anew future could be forged. The bard had known the
way of it, the soft-spoken Culdee had said, and had merely dipped free of the bonds of time. Beneath
Baor Helebore had seen for himsalf marks of the Druid's path. How much more would the Hart Tower
reved?

"I've heard the door's magic is strong,” he said to the Boar, "put there by a Brittany bard and well worth
closeexamination.”

"Magic." Caradoc dismissed the word with awave of his hand and wished he could dismiss the whole of
it aseasly. Hewould rather take what he wanted with his sword as he'd ways done; and he would
have, if Helebore had not washed up on the shores of Balor and shown him how much more he could
win with magic. Unfathomable mysteries were hidden deep in the earth beneath his keep, mysteries of
wedlth guarded by strange and wondrous crestures. gold, jewels, and riches beyond most men's
imagination. His father had been afool, risking al to take Carn Merioneth for vengeance and the bounty
of itsland, and then dlowing—nay, encouraging—the murder of the lady Rhiannon, who'd been the key
to finding the even greater fortune below. Gwrnach had died as much for hislack of vison as he had for
the twisted cruelty he had honed upon his son.

Helebore arched abrow. "What isit you think you keep mefor, if not for my magic, milord 7'

The leech's"milord" had thering of sarcasm about it, but Caradoc could live with sarcasm. What he
could not live with wasfailure. Helebore had promised him the power to take al of Wales, which was
nothing compared to what the leech planned on keeping for himself. Hed heard the medicus mumbling
and muttering to himself of atreasure untold, but if Helebore thought he could outwit the Boar of Balor,
he would soon learn thefed of abladein hisgullet.

"I keep you for your wisdom, priest, and your wiles."

Theleech had known the importance of Rhiannon's children, how their blood could call the beastsforth,
and even more importantly, he had known they lived. Rumors of afair-haired novice at the monastery of
Strata Florida who bore a striking resemblance to afair-haired novice at Usk Abbey had been brought
to YnysEnlli by awandering Carmelite friar who had seen them both. 1t had been a stroke of Caradoc's
own brilliance and agood portion of his meager fortune that had convinced the Prince of Gwynedd to
sanction his marriage to Ceridwen ab Arawn, thefirst of the twinsto be found.

Hisvigt to Strata Horida had not gone aswell. Mychael had left his monastery, and his whereabouts
remained amystery, but not for long. Caradoc had stepped up the search for Rhiannon's son. The latest



news to reach the north had placed him nearCardiff , and thus Caradoc had set out to capture them both.
Oneway or ancther, the Boar of Baor would have a child of Rhiannon's blood.

"Isshevirgin?' he asked Helebore.One way or another.

"Virgin, yea, virgin, nay, it matters not,” the leech answered. "Blood is blood. We will use whatever we
get from her and ditill it on my athanor into a potion strong enough to lure thepryfup from their lair. If it's
the boy's we get, we will do the same. All that mattersisthat the blood comes from the line of the Magus
Druid Priestess. It must have afamiliar taste to the creatures, or they will not obey.”

Caradoc knew the taste of blood, and he knew the smell of it and thefed of it running over the hilt of his
blade onto his hand, but he liked not Helebore's easy dismissal of virginity. He would not be cheated out
of that small spill of blood. He would mix hislinewith that of the Magus Druid Priestess and creste a
dynagty the likes of which no monk dared to imaginefor fear of burning in eternal damnation.

"Y ou will have enough of her blood to call thepryf, but no more," he said, returning the leech'swarning
look in full measure. "Remember this, priest. Before she becomes your sacrifice, shewill be my bride.”
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Chapter 14

Putting hisarm and hisback into it, Dain opened the trapdoor |eading from the alchemy chamber to his
solar. Erlend had let the fire go out in the athanor, ruining abatch of digtillations he'd been working on for
seven days, and his mood was poor. The hinges creaked, the dogs pushed out from underneath his
raised arm, and a gratifying but short scream of fear escaped Erlend, only to deteriorate quickly into a
bout of coughing and swearing.

"Demn dogs, demn dogs." The old man cussed and flailed a the hounds. " Get yersdf off me. Demn ye,
Numa. Swivin' bitch.”

A fine homecoming, indeed, Dain thought, continuing up the stairs Until he was far enough to push the
trapdoor over onto the floor. It landed with aloud bang, kicking up acloud of dust and chaff.

The dbino had Erlend by the chausses and was tugging a them, while growling deep in her throat. The
old man's soiled and tattered braies were coming down aong with the drooping hose, asight Dain could
have gone three or four lifetimes without having to endure.

"Numa." Averting his gaze, he called the dog off and pointed to the hearth. A giggle came from behind
him. He glanced back over at Erlend and saw him struggling to rearrange his undergarments over his
bony buttocks. The old man had backed himsdlf into the wooden shelveslining the curved stonewall,
and his every move caused the pots and jarsto jiggle and shake. Ceridwen let out another laugh, more of
asnort thistime than agiggle. He was glad she was in such good humor after their long night in Wroneu.
For himsdlf, hefdt like hell.

"Begone, Erlend," he commanded, thoroughly disgusted with the old man'sfilth, Ceridwen's good cheer,
and the course hislife had taken.



"I'd be gone," Erlend groused. "1'd ha been long gone, if ‘tweren't fer the demned castle guardslayin’
segetome.”

"Siege?' The word was no sooner out of Dain's mouth than he heard the commotion on the other side of
the Druid Door. Voices were rumbling. The sound of feet could be heard going up and down the tower
gairs. "What isthis?' he demanded.

"They want themaid,” Erlend said. "I |et the first onein, that Noll, but heleft in such afusswhen hedin't
find the girl that | daren't let another pass. They been out there since sunup. Y dlin' and threatenin’ and
raisin’ aruckus on the door, but | locked 'er down tight and | hain't lettin’ another onein. If'n| wasye, I'd
be demn careful.”

"Locked her down?' Dain questioned.
Erlend nodded. "Tighter'n adrum.”

Dain swore and strode over to the door, tossing the folded Quicken-tree cloth on the bed as he passed.
Fool man. D'Arboiswould not hesitate long in taking a battering ram to the door, for al the good it
would do him. He would do naught but sedl the door even tighter by trying to breach it. The plates
activated by the levers of thelock were embedded six feet into the curving tower walls on ether side.
The only way through the Druid Door was by destroying the tower itself.

The old baron had thought the tower sacred. He had alowed no one to disturb his bard's chambers,
despite the man'sfalling from grace. Soren had no such congtraints. Supertition had held him at bay for a
few months after hisfather's death, until his curiosity could no longer be denied. The Hart Tower had
been said to hold atreasure trove, to be arepository of man's greatest riches. It had also been said to be
cursed, and thus Soren had devised his reward to induce another to do the actua opening, if they could
but find theway. A hundred marks had seemed asmall priceto pay for theill fortuneto fal on someone
else's head.

That someone had been Dain, and if there was a curse, he had not fdlt- it until afortnight ago, when
Ceridwen ab Arawn, most cherished and sought after jewel in al the land, had inadvertently falen into his

keeping.
Damn the chit, and damn the old man.

Heran his hand over the planks of the door, feding the pattern of iron rods pushed into the wood. After
aminute, he bresthed asigh of relief and looked over his shoulder at Erlend. The man knew nothing.
He'd meant no more than the securingofthe crossbar. If the door had been truly locked down "tighter'n a
drum," it would have taken Dain himself a sennight to open it back up. That was how long it had taken
him to open it thefirst time. Since then, he'd not locked the door past the second minor level, and that
only once. Thefirst minor level was adequate for most circumstances. It had kept Ceridwen in.

"It'shim, ye know," Erlend said, making not much senseasusud.

"Who?' Dain asked, only hdf listening. The third minor level of iron rods was flush with the oak planks,
their exposed ends making the symbol for Venus and copper within the circular pattern of the lock.

"The pig whose troth wast plighted.”



Dain's eyebrows drew together in adeep furrow. The pig whose troth wast plighted? Erlend's
blubbering would soon give him another headache. A quick visua survey assured him the first and
second minor leves, being the Sun and gold, and Mercury and mercury, respectively, had not been
tampered with. The fourth minor level, the heretical placement of Earth, was. .. Fig.

His hand stilled on the oak planks. Caradoc had come for the maid. His bresth grew short as he turned
his head to look back over his shoulder. Ceridwen had understood. Her face had paled beyond white to
ghodtly.

"|—I am not ready,” she ssammered.

His heart beat too quickly in his chest. Histhoughts were atangle. Caradoc had comefor the maid. He
opened his mouth to speak, but no wordswould form.

"Y ou promised me magic,” shetold him, blending accusation with her plea.

Magic? He had no magic. He had nothing. Had she not seen through him yet?

A great pounding started on the door, sending hard and heavy vibrations up hisarms. Twastheram
he'd expected, aridiculoudy short one, given the available maneuvering room in the stairwell, but one

sturdy enough to do damage.

"Cretins," he hissed, hisanger rising out of the morass of hismind and taking hold of histhoughts. He
whirled on Ceridwen with acommand. "Take your clothes off and hide yoursdlf in the bed.”

Erlend immediately brightened, atoothless grin forming upon hisface.

"Get below, old man," Dain warned, shifting his attention to the lecherous servant, "or your next breath
will beyour lagt.”

The ram hit the door again. Hollow echoes sounded through the chamber, curving around the tower
walsand leaving atinny resonance hanging in the air.

Bastards.

"Move!" he barked. Erlend jumped, but Ceridwen held her ground.

"Let mego,” shesad.

"No."

"My ankleis near healed. Let me return back through the tunnel and make my escepe.”

"To where?' he demanded. " StrataF orida ? Cara-doc would have you run down before you could clear
theriver."

"Then through the woods to Deri. Rhuddlan would keep me."
"For hisown purposes, not yours." Foolish girl. Did she trust everyone more than she did him?

Theram struck home amighty blow.



"What about your friend, Madron?' Her voice took on a desperate edge. "Her serving woman liked me
well enough. Mayhapsthey would hide me until I can get word to my brother.”

"Madronisno friend of mine, or of yours," he snapped. " She was disguised as the crone, and while you
dept, shelooked upon you long enough to pronounce you the perfect bride for the Boar of Balor.”

She stared a him, her hands growing limp at her sides, hiswords taking the fight out of her.

"The crone? But | remember awoman coming, aspecial woman. | felt her presence in the cottage.” Her
voicewasunsure again. "l... | thought ‘twas someone dse.”

"Thereisno oneto help you except me." They did not have time for this debate. "Get yoursdf into the
bed, or | will be donewith you."

Histhreat had the desired effect, and she began stripping off her gown.

Hethrew off his cloak and reached for the lacings on his gambeson. They were dready haf undone,
giving him amoment's pause and making him wonder what else Madron had seen in the night besides his
mind. Thewitch had better beware.

Hefinished freeing the laces and removed the gambeson. He needed physick and a smple to make Ceri
deep, and dderberry, chamomile, and some of his precious lime to make her sweat. Blood would be
good for visud effect, but he had none at hand.

Except for Erlend's.

Helooked at the old man shuffling toward the trapdoor and started forward. Some of what he thought
must have shown on hisface, for the servant quickened his steps, making it aclose race asto who would
reach the stairsfirst. Erlend won with a sprightly jump that no doubt Ieft alittle of the needed blood on
thefloor of the dchemy chamber. Dain grimaced at the waste of it, then shut the trapdoor and kicked the
bolt home with hisfoot. Pudre rugewould have to do.

He dipped acup of water out of the cauldron steaming on the hearth and began pulling pots and bottles
off the shdlf, thisand that, al the herbs he needed and haf of what he didn't. The battering ram hit again,
aresounding, percussive thud. A bottle dipped from hisfingers and crashed to the floor, splintering glass
and spilling avile-smdling concoction. The castle guards were putting their heartsinto it. Mayhaps
D'Arbois had gotten out hiswhip. Dain bent to pick up the pieces of glass and swore when he cut
himsdf. Now he had the damn blood. It ran down hisfinger and pooled in his pam. He grabbed a pile of
bandages, making sure to spread the blood as far as possible, and turned to Ceridwen.

To hisdismay, shewas till standing in the middle of the chamber. Her gown was gone, but not so her
kirtleand chemise.

"Why aren't you in the bed?'
"What are you doing?"' was her reply, no answer atall.
Helifted his eyebrowsin surprise. Her resolve had rehardened in hisfew moments of inattention. Though

gtill obvioudy frightened, she had that sharp-tongued look about her. Would serve Caradoc well to give
him the maid in such amood.



Then why not do it? he asked himsdf. Why not be done with her? Her betrothed waited, if not inthe
garwell, thenin the greet hal. He could not have her for himsaf—Madron had made sure of that—so
why not give her to the man who could?

Because sheistooill to travel . Helied to himsdf with amazing ease, knowing that if ‘twas not yet the
truth, it would be soon enough, after she drank his potion.

"l am mixing an infusion to make you sweet and vomit," he explained patiently, working hard to keep
himself from going over and shaking her. "Mayhaps I'll dso give you the runs and make you ddlirious. |
am going to wrap your head with bloody bandages, smear your scars withpudre ruge, and rub ashesinto
your teeth and gums.”

He saw the light of understanding and hope flicker in her eyes. With al due haste, she worked her way
out of her kirtle, pulling it up over her head and leaving him to stare at the soft curves of her body as
reveded through the fine linen chemise.

"And if that does not sway your betrothed,”" he continued, "I will make you tremble and jerk upon the
bed like awoman possessed, all the while assuring the Boar that | nearly have your demons banished and
will soon have you aright.”

Thebillowing of her clothesfilled the air with her scent. Heinhaed the fragrant, feminine redolence, dll
thoughts of shaking her vanishing like so much ether in the wind, and replaced with imaginings of amuch
gentler ilk. His gaze caressed each flowing curve, from her throat to the arch of her foot, up the length of
her arms bared by her chemise, and down again to linger in the shadows between her breasts and lower
dill to the beckoning mystery between her thighs.

And if that does not sway your betrothed, | will possessyou mysdf. | will dip into your mind, into your
breath, into your body. | will give mysdlf to you in away you cannot res s, sweetly, o sweetly, with
trickery and wiles, and if needs be, with the truth.

Hewas mad. Hismind had findly broken. He had lost dl reason in hisyearning. What Jald had failed to
accomplish with his exquisite tortures and opiatedkifwith his subtle games and degradations, one small
maid had managed by the mere taking off of her kirtle. A battering ram was at his door. His hand was
bleeding onto the floor. And he could do naught but stand and stare at the cause of it al and think of her
kiss.

"No potion,” shesaid, asif shewerein charge. "1 can make my own delirium and will have no trouble
trembling in fear with the Boar in the room. No vomiting, but | will gag and spit if you wish."

Aye, he thought, befuddled and bemused. Twas hisfondest desire to have her gagging and spitting while
in his bed.

"| cannot abide the runs.”
Neither could he, but desperate situations required desperate measures.

"Wet me down, if you must. Water will do for sweat. All | ask isthat you do not let him touch me." She
threw the kirtle onto the bed and turned to face him. "'l cannot bear for the Boar to touch me."

Neither could he. " TRishisright."



The ddicatelines of her jaw tightened and an angry glint sparked in her eyes, both good sgns. "If the
time comes, let it be one hewill diefor.”

"Y ou cannot kill him with meagic, Ceri."
"Then mayhapsI'll useaknife.

Her audacity was aworthy, foolish, frustrating thing. If aman died every time awoman saidno, the
kingdom would be knee-degp in dead men before the month was out. "Twas not how the world worked.

"MayhapsI'll teach you how," he said for the sake of convenience, "but only if we live through the day.”
Helifted hishand toward the bed, trying to hurry her along. The ram hit again, making him wince and
convincing her to comply.

With his pots and cup of water, he dabbed and smeared her face and neck, putting most of what he'd
wanted inside her on her instead. She bound her hair up and used the bloody bandages to best advantage
around her forehead. Twas a dapdash job at best, finished off with arotting sdveto give her aputrid air.

Were he Caradoc, he would not touch her with that smell upon her. He doused her again for good
measure, then put hisfinger to her lips and leaned very close over the bed.

He stared at her long and hard, very hard, keeping al expression from hisface, watching her eyeswiden
in expectation and then narrow in unesse, then finaly make the trangition into confusion with ahint of fear.
That was where he wanted her, cowed and vulnerable. The battering ram kept up its pounding, and still
he continued his silent staring. He knew her, knew her stubborn courage could be the end of their game,
and s0 hewaited. When hefdt atremor run through her, when her eyes dowly widened again in grester
fear, he leaned even closer.

"Not oneword will you spesk," he whispered, putting menace in his gaze and solemn threat in hisvoice.
"Not one movewill you make, or | will give you to him mysdf and be done with it. Do you understand?!

She made the dightest motion with her head, acquiescence from awoman of her word, yet he would
rather have had time to get a sturdy deeping draught into her, whether she said yea or nay.

Aslong as she was awake, though, he planned on putting her to good use. Reaching above her, he
unwound the end of arope and placed it in her hand.

"When | light the candle on the table, pull thisand do not stop until it isdone, then hideit back behind
the curtain.”

With her find nod, he pulled a swath of bandage down to cover her eyes and | eft the bed, drawing the
damask drapes behind him.

"Out of my way. Out of my way, man," Vivienne shouted from down in the bailey, sending aripple of
anxiety up the tower gairs.

Onthelanding in front of the Druid Door, Soren blanched at the sound of hiswifesvoice.



" "Twill beyour head on apike, you lice-ridden lout," she threatened one of hismen.

With Vivienne bullying her way into the Hart Tower, could the Boar of Balor be far behind? Soren
worried. How dare she leave her assigned post.

Helooked to his newly elevated captain of the guard, Vachd, but the man refused to meet his gaze, let
aone saize the moment and do something about Vivienne.

"Back, you cur. Get back." She drew nearer, causing confusion in the lower ranks.

A genera milling about and bresking of the line announced her arrival on the landing. Men jostled one
another, trying to make a path that would lead her straight to their lord. Soren would have them al
whipped and beaten.

"Milord," she said testily, when she drew abreast of him. "What goes on here? Where isthe maid?"

"The question, milady,” he said under hisbreeth, glaring a her through the shadowy gloom, "is, whereis
the Boar?'

“Inthe hdl, wherel left him."
"Towander at hiswill? To poke and pry, or may hapsraly his men to pillage and plunder?’

She gave him alook both disgusted and priggish. "I left him in no condition to walk, let alone wander at
will, and the only thing heislikely to plunder isme."

With some surprise, Soren felt the spark of hisanger flicker and die. Hed thought held long lost hislast
speck of husbandly pride. Y et there he was, about to be cuckolded again and fedling the loss of it.

He could do naught but make light of the impending infidelity. "So you left him straining & hisbraies, did
you?"

"Straining mightily,” she assured him, her eyes dight with satisfaction and anticipation.

He had loved her once. She was 4till the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, but her heart had
grown cold over the years. He had done that to her, with his strange needs, with the desires that coursed
through him for what no bride could give, and for that he had regrets. She had been young and willing to
please, if not quite innocent, when her father had given her to him. She had been ardent and loving, if
somewhat naively confused by her husband, up until shed found him with a boy.

So helived with hisregrets and awife who strayed.

"But | cannot appease him indefinitdy,” she went on. "Hewill havethe chit or hewill haveusand dl of
Wydehaw, Soren. | guarantee there is no compromise in the man.”

He knew that much for himself.
Soren turned to his captain. "Vachel, begin again." He jerked his head toward the door.

"No," Vivienne ordered, pushing the captain asde before he could sart his count for the men to swing
the ram in unison. "Have you not athought in your head? We may need Lavrans before thisday isdone,



and the breaking of hisdoor isunlikely to further our cause.”

She strode straight to the gargoyle and stared the beast down, glowing eyesand dl, for the span of a
dozen heartbeats before sharply rapping on the door. Soren had to . admire her courage. He'd avoided
looking at the frightful thing with its bronze fangs and wicked, leering countenance.

"Lavrans,”" she cdled out, her voice ringing with authority. "Lord and Lady D'Arbois seek an audience.
Allow usentry."

With no more fuss than that, the door opened, swinging wide and dow, granting entrance into the
hallowed chamber where Soren had found some gold and little more than afew baubles of dubious
worth for al histrouble and hundred marks.

Vivienne tossed him an exasperated, superior glance over her shoulder.

There was scarce morelight in the solar than therewasin the stairwell. A candle flickered on thetable,
The fire smoldered in the hearth. Tapestries had been drawn across al the embrasures, adding to the
darkness.

Soren felt agenera retreat taking place around him as his men backed away. He wanted to do the
same, but did not. "Twas the damn door that affected them so. It opened on its own in amanner he had
not witnessed in many years, with nary aliving soul on the other sde. A bad start to the business at hand.

Lavrans could be seen—thank God—a shadow within the darkness, standing next to the table. Noll had
probably not gotten any farther than the skirts of the nearest serving wench on hismorning mission. Hed
be beaten for that. The old man, Erlend, could be somewhere about, but he was not about the door.
Damn thing. Soren remembered coming to the Hart asa child, trembling by hisfather's sde and praying
he did not wet himself in front of Nemeton, watching the door open of its own accord and praying the
door to his deeping chamber would not learn the trick and start an eerie, unpredictable life of itsown.

Vivienne revealed no such supergtitions. She crossed the threshold of the sorcerer's chambers without
giving the door aglance.

"Dain," she cooed, sounding much her old sdif. "We have waited dl the long morning to see you.”

"My gpologiesfor the delay, lady." Lavranssvoice came out of the darkness. "1 was administering a
delicate physick and dared not stop halfway."

"Of course" Vivienne forgave him with asmile. "It has been days since you cameinto our hall,
and—Anh!" She gasped and drew back asthelogsin the grate burst into green-and-blue flame and threw
Lavranss shadow across the floor and up the wall.

The men around Soren forsook all subtlenessin their rush down the stairs. Vachd tried the same, but
Soren grabbed his captain's arm and jerked him to a stop.

"L et the others spread tales to Caradoc's men,” he said. "Y our placeisby my side.” The day's unfolding
didn't suit him, and if the sorcerer was going to go berserk, charlatan or not, Soren preferred the
company of even acoward to none.

"Aye, milord," Vache answered, sounding none too happy.



Viviennéstittering laugh added to the tension.
"Whereisthe maid, Lavrans?' Soren asked. The quicker hisbusinesswas over, the better.

A desultory gesture from the mage directed him to the bed. Soren wished the man would move fromin
front of the hearth. Hisface could scarce be seen with thefire at his back, and without seeing Lavrans
more clearly, Soren could not discern histhoughts. Lavrans gave away little under the best of
circumstances, but wheat little he did give came from the subtle movements of the musclesin hisface, a
lovely, dangerous landscape Soren studied &t every opportunity.

"Vivienne." Hewaved hiswife toward the bed. He preferred not to look upon sick women, especidly if
they were promised to lords with reputations for brutdity. The Boar of Baor had at least that and was
ofttimes said to be abit mad in the bargain.

With the regalness of aqueen, Vivienne glided over to the bed and threw back the drapes. Another gasp
followed. She stumbled back with her hand clasped over her mouth and nose and turned awild eye on
her husband.

Soren wasted no time in hurrying to the bed. What he saw there made the blood drain out of hisface,
What he smelled there madeit curdle.

"Jesu!" he exclaimed. "What has happened to her?' Helooked to Lavransfor an explanation. " She was
on the mend not five days past.”

"Evil vapors have entered her body, drawn by the festering wound she received from Ragnor's rotten
teth.”

"Evil?" Soren repeated, backing away from the bed.

"Vapors?' Vivienne followed hisretreat, waving her hand in front of her face.

"Can she be cured?' Soren asked from a safe distance.

"Yes. Cured,” Vivienne parroted.

"I have not lost hope," Lavrans said. The blue-and-green flames died down behind him, dropping the
room back into colorless shadow. "Yet | put awarning upon the wind for her betrothed, telling him he
should not delay, but come quickly if hewishesto seehisbridedive.”

"And heishere. Now," Soren said, startled. Mayhaps held underestimated Lavranss abilities. God
knew hisfather had underestimated Nemeton's, who had cast the baroness into a deeping death and
weeks |ater poisoned her from halfway acrossWales.

"Good," the sorcerer said. "Bring him to the tower."

Here was danger, Dain thought. Deadly danger in the guise of aman named Helebore with his sunken
eyes and hairless head. His brown robes were held to him with asoft ropetied in the knot of a Culdee
monk, but Caradoc's leech was no saint.



"Evil vapors, yes, yes." The emaciated man sniffed the air above Ceridwen, moving his head from one
spot to the next asif there were adifference in how she smelled from her cheek to her shoulder, from her
breaststo her waist. "Women draw evil vaporsto them from the very ground they walk upon, from the
air they breathe. 'Tis not necessarily from awound, though | have known it to happen thus."

Caradoc sat in achair pulled adiscreet distance away, taking in adl that Helebore said. Dain had seen the
dagger sheathed in hisold friend'sright boot and the blades concedled in hisarm guards, and told himsdlf
that all men armed themselvesfor travel. He had noted the sallowness of Caradoc's face where once
there had been arobust ruddiness and decided it was naught but the lingering touch of winter. He had
watched Caradoc's gaze skitter and shift from bed to door, from hearth to Helebore, and back all over
again in ahaphazard fashion, searching, searching, and finding no respite or rest except for those
moments when he looked upon Ceridwen's face—and Dain had told himsdlf to take heed, for ‘twasnot a
look of love or even mortd lust the Boar leveled upon the maid, but something of a more treacherous
nature.

"Themedicus,” he said to Caradoc. "1 do not remember him from our last meeting. Was he one of your
father'sretainers?’

"No," Caradoc replied, accepting agoblet of warmed wine from Viviennes serving maid. A smile
graced hismouth. "Heis my man."

"A Culdee?'
"Excommunicated ayear past, another victim of the vagaries of religion, not so unlike oursaves.”

The maid blushed, returning the smile, and would have ddlied, if not for Vivienne sngpping at her to get
back to work.

"Heislearned in avariety of disciplines" Caradoc continued to Dain, though his gaze followed the girl.
"But helacks your far-reaching reputation.”

"We have dl come by reputationsin the last few years" Dain said.

"Ah, but yoursisthe most mysterious, Lavrans." Caradoc turned his attention full upon Dain. "I am the
Boar, hewho can day aman with asingle stroke." He made amock demonstration, hisarm dashing
down asif he held asword, then shrugged. "Thereis no mystery in strength. Morgan steals, our Thief of
Cardiff. Beit the heart of amaid or an earl from his bed, the mystery isin the how of it, not in the deed.
But you..." Hislook became speculative. "No one knows exactly what it isyou do, good friend, if 'tis
skill or sorcery. Why even Helebore, cloistered al those years on Y nys Enlli, has heard of Wydehaw's
mage and the opening of the Druid Door."

"A raretrick, nothing more." Dain downplayed the compliment. No one other than Jdd could have
appreciated the complexity or, paradoxically, the smplicity of the achievement, and the Saracen was
unlikely to ever know.

"Helebore would give much to learn such atrick. Tisthe reason he made thisjourney.”

"Then histrouble has been for naught." Dain gave the blond man awry grin. "Though I'm glad to know
his journey wasn't made solely out of your concern for the maid, for | fear he likes her not.”

"Vile, horrid," the leech was muttering. He had carefully raised the coverlet with the tips of hisfingersand



was examining Ceridwen where she lay stretched between the sheets. He did not touch her with his
hands, but used a notched silver key that hung from achain on hisbelt. His voice was low and shilant.
"Sad, pitiful creatures.” Helad the key on her wrist, and Dain saw her flinch. " Shelives, hmmm."

Caradoc made adismissive gesture with hishand. "Helebore but harbors acleric's disdain for the fairer

A mild summation of the disgust Dain saw on the leech’'sface. Helebore didn't disdain women; he hated
them, anot uncommon phenomenon among men denied their sexud pleasures.

Dain saw him take note of the Quicken-tree cloth where it had come out of itsfolds and spread across
the end of the bed. A look of curiosity lent the bald man anear comica countenance, then he reached for
the cloth. Curiosity was quickly replaced with horror. The medicus et out a short screech followed by a
gasp as he dropped the cloth. With al the commotion aready in the tower, no one seemed to notice the
incident, but Dain would swear to smelling burned flesh, and the leech had stuck hisfingersin his mouth.

Behind him, Dain could hear Vivienne giving ordersto the army of servants sheld had sent up: sweep
this, tidy that, fresh rushes here, new candlesthere. Soren stood with his back to the room, staring
through the green glass of the glazed window, ignoring as much of what was going on as he could. A
guard was posted on either side of the Druid Door.

The Hart had been invaded, and Dain felt held a bay. He aso stood, but unlike Soren he wasn't about
to turn his back on either Helebore or Caradoc, friend or nay.

"Truly, | expected better for two hundred marks," Caradoc said. "Sheissuch asmall, palething. Evenin
full hedlth, therigors of the north may be too much for her."

Dain acknowledged the complaint with atilt of hishead. "Sheisnormally not so pae and will recover.
Thisisbut ardapse, anot unheard of occurrencein cases of this sort.”

"Rotten teeth caused the vapors?'

"Ayer

Caradoc made anoncommittal sound. "I suppose | owe you for the man.”
"Morgan kidnapped him. | but made the suggestion.”

"He spoke of you while under my knife."

"Ragnor?

"Aye. He thinks 'tis you who tortures him." Caradoc looked up with avague smile. "Hell no doubt go to
hell with your nameon hislips.”

"Heisdill dive?' Dain thought back to Gwrnach'sfate.

Caradoc shrugged. "Alive? Who isto say? He breathes and swesats and shivers. If he had eyes,
mayhaps he'd cry, and if that isdive, so beit.”

The cdlous sentiment brought back in force the memories of another time and place. ™Y ou learned much



in the desert prisons.”

"Too much," Caradoc agreed, and fell sllent. The savagery of Kalut ad-Din had been well known on the
caravan routes.

Ceridwen stirred on the bed. Helebore murmured something, and she tilled.
"And you?' Caradoc asked. "I oft wondered how you fared after our capture.”
"Weadl survived, you, and Morgan, and me, and that is more than most who were taken at Jaffa.”

"Ah, yes, survivd." A soft, low chuckle came from the Boar's throat. " The things we do in the name of
survivd, eh... bedzhaa?'

The last word was spoken so quietly, with such gentleness, that ‘twas more air than aword, amere
continuation of abreath exhaled a length. Y et Dain heard it. He heard it asheld dways heard it, asa
whisper in the dark, asthe name of adave. Bedzhaa. Swan.

He suffered amomentary loss of the present, an instant when the walls around him were not the cool,
damp stone of atower, but the hot, dry wool of atent in the sands, when the voices he heard were of the
caravan, not of the March. Then, as quickly asit had happened, it was over, and the chamber he saw
was hisown, far from any master. He looked down at Caradoc, prepared to meet a condemning gaze,
but found his old friend intent on his betrothed, his eyebrows drawn together in athoughtful scowl.

Morgan knew, Dain thought. Even with al hisinnocence, he could not have been blind to the
merchandise of Jald's trade.

"l am going south to Cardiff,” Caradoc said without glancing up, "and will return in afortnight for the
maid. If you vauethisplace, shewill be fully heded when| come."

"A threat?' Dain looked down with an arched brow. Caradoc aso knew, the bastard, and he'd called
him swan.

"A warning for D'Arbois." The Boar took a great swallow of wine and wiped the back of hishand
across hismouth. A belch followed. "I will not take the Hart Tower, but if the maid dies, therest of
Wydehaw will beforfet."”

"Milord," Helebore said, turning to Caradoc. "Come quickly.”

Dain tensed. The urgency in the medicuss voice was an ill-omened thing at this stage of their game. He
stepped forward, ready to intercede for Ceridwen, but Caradoc stopped him with arestraining hand.

"A moment donewith my bride.”

"Twaswhat Dain had feared, and Ceridwen. He stood by, an unfamiliar hel plessness taking the place of
his surety asthe Boar and hisleech bent over her. The damnable helplessnesswas what came from

caing.

Their voices were low, with Helebore doing most of the talking. Dain could see a part of Caradoc's
face, and his expression did not change, until the leech dipped his key under the shoulder edge of
Ceridwen's chemise and lifted the cloth.



"Dragon,”" Dain heard him whisper, "and the dragon's sster, here and here.”

A dow smile spread across the Boar's face. An unholy light flickered to lifein his eyes. "Without doubt
then, sheistheone," hesaid.

"Aye, milord." Helebore laughed, agrim, rasping noise. "The marks of magic proveit."

If by "marks of magic" he meant the bite wound Ragnor had inflicted on her shoulder, then Helebore was
even more of acharlatan than himsdf, Dain thought. Y et the definition disturbed him. Why would
Caradoc concern himsdlf with marks of magic on abride?

The answer he came up with did not set well: Caradoc had been taken in by the vile ex-monk. Dain
used al manner of soothsaying and conjuring to live at the expenseafother people's money and peaceot
mind. Hedidn't like to think of Ceridwen going to aman with no more sensethan to fal to someonelike
himsalf. It showed the excess of superdtition she feared. Equally disturbing was Helebore's use of the
alchemicd alusion of the dragon and the dragon's sister to describe the scars. Morgan and Madron had
both said the match was meant to return Ceridwen to her family home. There had been no talk of
dragons or magic, except in the red book.

"Aye, aye, milord," Helebore continued, nodding at something Caradoc had said. "But | brought my best
bleeders, and if | could but set them on the maid for amoment"—he pulled apair of shiny, wet leeches
from a stoppered gourd hanging from his belt—"we could have asmall measure of her bl—"

Caradoc's hand went around the man'sthroat with lightninglike speed, cutting off the medicusswords
and breath. When Helebore began to twitch and pale, the Boar released him.

"No," Caradoc said, then, looking very pleased with himsdlf, he finished off hiswine and set the goblet
on abedsdetable. "A fortnight at mogt," he said to Dain, walking over and clapping hisold friend on the
shoulder. "I would trust no one ese with her keeping. Mayhaps you should come with uswhen we return
to Baor, to celebrate the wedding.”

"Mayhaps," Dain agreed, and truly thought he might, to ease hismind on the Situation, and mayhaps
dissuade Caradoc from dwelling so much in the past.

"Priest," Caradoc called back to the medicus. "L et us be gone, that we may more quickly return.”

"B-but..." Vivienne sammered. They dl turned to look at her. "But you have just arrived.” Shelifted her
hand inasmall gesture. " Surely you need aday, if not two, to refresh yourse ves before continuing your

journey.”

Soren looked over his shoulder a hiswife, not believing his ears. Here was sdvation being thrown at
their feet, and Vivienne was throwing it back. He quickly strode to her sde. "The man has business
inCardiff , lady. Upon hisreturn, we will be better prepared to entertain him in an gppropriate style.”

"Yes, of course, milord," she said, her voice strained, "but—"

He sllenced her by pinching her arm. Her face reddened with outrage, but the ploy worked in distracting
her from her doomed course of action and letting everyone else get back to their origina plans.

Dain fet Helebore move up behind him and ingtinctively turned to face the man.



"The dtitching, gr, onthemaid, 'tismost fing," the medicus said. "Thefinest | have ever seen. Wheredid
you come by such skill?!

Up close, Dain detected agray cast to the man's skin and brown stains in the corners of his mouth. He
smelled near as bad as Ceridwen. "'In the East, from a Saracen physician.”

"You were a Crusader?' The leech'sdark eyesrolled up a him. "A defender of the faith?’

"For atime." Dain fought the urge to move away and wondered how Ceridwen had borne having the
man hover over her.

"Side by side a Acre, wewere," Caradoc added. "Knee-deep in the infidels blood."

"A memory best |eft in the past,” Dain suggested, though his attention was on Helebore. The man was
drifting away, meandering toward the Druid Door, apparently uninterested in the conversation he had
started.

"Aye bedzhaa." The Boar's voice grew soft and gentle again as he spoke the hated name close to Dain's
ear. "l would leaveit dl inthe padt, if the past would but leave me."

Therewas no mistake thistime. Dain turned and met Caradoc's gaze straight on, admitting to nothing
either in alook or words, but he saw much reveded in the other man's visage. Pain lurked in the
variegated depths of Caradoc's eyes, long with disgust and a fascination Dain wished he had not seen.
Above and below and beyond it al, wildness reigned, a strange, restless wildness held once felt himsdif.

Before he could back away, the leech cackled, aquietly deranged sound that echoed in waves
throughout the chamber and caused dl, within the curved walsto turn and stare.

The man was running his hands over Nemeton's ruse of the Ptolemic cosmos, a series of planetary
symbols burned into the wood of the Druid Door. He touched the metal-studded planks below the
gargoyle, and unintelligible words poured from hislips. Hisfingersdid into every nook and cranny and
skimmed over the top of each iron rod, tracing the patterns of the symbols, feding hisway through the
mystery. When hefinished Saturn, Helebore rolled his eyes back at Dain. Maevolence burned bright in
the dark orbs, and aknowing Dain had never expected to see.

But the leech did not see all. With aslent gesture, Dain sicced the dogs on the defrocked priest and had
him chased from the tower. The next time Helebore crossed the Hart's threshold, Dain would kill him.

A0

Chapter 15

"Queen on color,” Dain reminded Ceridwen, unnecessarily, as she set up the chessboard. He sat across
from her, dumped down in hischair, hislegs splayed out toward the hearth with one knee dightly bent.
Hischinrested in hisright hand, while he juggled aknife with his|eft.



Was what had made her misplace her Queen in thefirst place, she thought peevishly, the damn knife. Up
and down, the blade rose and fell with one graceful flip at the apex of itsrise, the differing metds of gold,
dlver, and sted catching the sunlight streaming through the window and scattering it in bright rays. He
caled the dagger "Damascene.” It was the one she'd stolen the night before held taken her into Wronevu,
the one with which he'd been teaching her abit of knife play. Strange enough that the blade even had a
name, let alone one so exatic.

"Twas her new word, "exatic," and ahighly practical oneit wasfor someoneliving with Dain Lavrans,
He defined the term with his strange concoctions and mysterious ways, with his enigmatic gaze and the
fluid grace of his movements. Everything about him seemed of another world.

The night in Wroneu had changed the way they dedlt with each other, brought them to an uneasy dliance
she appreciated, but did not truly understand. He would not speak of that evening, except to tell her there
was naught to fear, but she had not forgotten that he'd said Madron was no longer hisfriend.

"Y ou have beaten me twice aday for thelast three days," she complained. "l see no reason to continue
playing games. Tis the teaching of magic you bargained with, not chess."

"I only best you once yesterday."
"Because we only played once," sheinformed him with along-suffering sgh.
"Chessismagic," heargued. "It teaches you how to see the future.”

Her interest piqued for amoment, then disspated with understanding. " The future of a battlefield, nothing
more."

"Lifeisabeattlefidd.”

He had become boorish beyond measure since Caradoc's leaving, hardly spesking, and when he did
speak, hiswords were cryptic or worse. The playing of chesswas the only thing that kept him from
pacing the chamber or staring for hours on end out the window to the forest and hills beyond. Something
must await him there to hold his attention so dearly, though she knew not what. At night, ‘twas the waxing
moon he gazed upon, the forest being lost in shadows. Strange man. Naught could await him on the
moon. She didn't know what to make of his brooding or hisincreasing restlessness, but she'd reached her
fill of hisgame and of being ignored.

"You aretritein victory," sheaccused him. "1 will play no more.”
"No more chess?'

"No." Shecrossed her arms over her chest. The action had been unconscious, but once sheld doneit, it
felt right. She was making astand, reinforcing her defenses.

To her surprise, he smiled, the first sgn of life beyond moroseness sheld seen in days. Shewas
immediately suspicious, with good reason as his next words proved.

"Then catch the knife, Ceri." The smileturned dy. "If you dare.”

Shelooked at the dagger, and he tossed it higher than before, making it spinintheair. Sunlight burst
upon the blade and blazed aong the sharp edge from hilt to point, but only for an instant. Quicker than



not, thewhole of it fel into shadow, then completed its next arc and caught the light once more.

He had dared her to put her hand into that dangerous whirl and snatch the blade beforeit could fall back
into hishand. Shewished shedid dare.

He had lied to her. The leech had touched her dl over with his damned key, and someone—the Boar,
she was sure, though she hadn't dared look for fear of screaming—had squeezed her thigh. Dain hadn't
liked hearing that any more than sheld liked enduring it, voicing aword so crude sheldd added him to her
prayers, though she knew he would like that even less.

He had cheated her too. Not while playing his damned game of chess, but that they played it a al when
there was so much elsefor them to do. She had less than afortnight to glean what knowledge she could
from him. They should bein hislower chamber, concocting magic potionsfor her to use.

He had kissed her, and then held not kissed her again, and that was the most unforgivable misdeed of dll.

She watched the knife flip hilt over point and wondered when a person should make her move, if she
was going to try for the Damascene.

"If | catchit, can | keep it?' she asked, her gaze not leaving the dagger. His movements were so smooth,
should make it easy for someone to reach in and grab the damn thing. Every flight of the blade waslike
thelagt, therise, the hilt over point flip, the instant of stillness at the top, then the descent.

"Yes," he promised, "but only if you do not cut yoursdlf in the catching of it."
Aye, therewas dwaysatrick with him.

She watched and waited, biding her time and calculating her chances. "'Twas agood knife, and she
needed a good knife. The thought of escape had been growing ever stronger in her mind. With the return
of her health, she had no reason to stay unless he taught her something besides chess, and she had many
reasonsto leave.

Tolook upon him the way she did was asin, remembering the fed of hismouth on hers, the taste of his
kiss. Her mind strayed too often to the night of his bath, to the water streaming down his body and the
soft, guttural sounds of pleasure hed made. He had given the carndlity of her nature aface, and she Was
ashamed. To remain with him was aweakness of both the flesh and mind, and could come to naught but
damnation, no matter that her heart yearned along with her body.

The Damascene rose and flipped and fell, over and over. He never missed. Theivory grip ended in ahilt
worked in both gold and silver, the metals chased and crosshatched to ook woven, or braided. The
design was familiar, strangely so, and not because she knew the dagger.

Then she remembered where and when she'd seen the hilt before.

"l had adream about you," she said, and the knife clattered to the floor. He jerked his hand back and
swore, but ‘twastoo late. Hed been nicked by the blade. "At least | thought it was you, but maybe it
wasnt," shemused. "The knifewasin it for sure, except it wasn't aknife, but asword." He bent over to
pick up the Damascene, till muttering obscenities. "It had the same ivory hilt, though, the same
gold-and-silver pattern, and we were on a beach by the ocean, except it wasn't the sky above us, but the
earth. There was more that is harder to remember, and dl of it fedds more like amemory than adream,
which | know sounds odd, but that's exactly what it'slike."



He had stopped swearing and was looking at her, his gaze far too serious for what she had in mind next.
"Y ou had thisdream?" he asked.

"Yes. When | fell adeep in Madron's cottage.” If he wasn't going to get on with teaching her magic, then
she needed to get on with her own preparations. To that end, she gave him what she hoped was a
wigfully charming smile. "Since you cut yoursdlf, doesthat mean | get the knife?

Without aword, he handed her the blade. Hislack of hesitation surprised her, but neither did she
hestatein thetaking of it.

Shefit the dagger to her hand, liking the weight and the balance of it, asaways. A smile cameto her
mouth. There had been a helper in the abbey garden, aboy who had liked knives. He would have loved
this one, except she doubted if anyone used such afancy piecefor playing mumblety-peg. Childhood
games werelong past her, but awoman ill had need of aknife. She was glad to have thisone as a gift
ingtead of having to sted it again. Her snswere mounting a an darming rate asit was.

"A sword asfine asthis dagger could cost aman'swhole fortune,” she said, rubbing her thumb aong the
haft.

"Or aman'slife

She glanced up from beneath her lashes, distracted from her new treasure by the sudden wearinessin his
voice. "Y ou've seen one?’

He nodded, swearing softly and bringing his hand up to rub histemples. Was amove hed made often in
the last few days, oneindicative of athrobbing head. He was prone to the maady, and she felt remiss.

"Lavrans?' Sheleaned forward and put her hand on his cheek, giving in to awayward impulse she
immediately regretted. To touch him wasto remember him not as the cynic he played so well, but asthe
Prince of the Light-elves, he who enchanted demons and saved maidens. "Twas that part of him that
made her yearn for love.

He looked up, over the top of hishand, but not at her. She followed his gaze across the room to the
oak-andiron chest chained at the foot of his bed, then brought her attention back to him. He swore again,
closing hiseyes and lowering his head, and the tips of her fingersdid into his hair. She caressed his
temple with her thumb, another impulse she could not resist.

"Areyou wel?" Concern made her voice gentler than sheliked. At least shetold hersdlf it was concern
and not the dow ache shefdt building insde.

"Aye" heanswered, not sounding at al truthful. With the dightest of movements, he turned his mouth
into her pam, flooding her senseswith awareness. Hislips were soft, his breath warm againgt her skin.

Heat poured through her. She wanted to lean closer and take him in her arms, cradle hishead next to
her breagt; to glide her fingersthrough his hair, dragging the long, dark strands away from hisface, then
bend low to kiss his brow. When he'd kissed her acrossthe river from Deri, he had kissed her asaman
aswdl asasorcerer, and after her dream of him asthe savior with asword, she'd had no more fear of
him. She had only the want of him, aneed unlike any she'd fdt before, undeniable. Thus compdlled, she
did lean closer, bringing her face ever so much nearer to his.



His breath grew shdlow, and dowly his eyes opened, the gradud lift of hislashes mesmerizing her with
hope and promise. Her heart pounded. Surely he would kiss her again.

- Y et when their eyes met, it wasn't longing she saw in his gaze, nor weariness, but aregard so cool, she
fdt theicy chill of it.

She quickly pulled away, embarrassed beyond measure, and growing even more so when he lounged
back in hischair. Twaswhat came from being raised in anunnery, she thought with disgust, thisinability
of hersto understand or predict him, or to keep hersdf from her own awful foolishness.

"Forget this dream you had," he said. "It can do neither of usany good.”

"Dreams cannot harm you, magician.” Damn him. He had felt nothing, and she could scarce see Straight
for gill wanting him. He was more changesbl e than the weether. She should have more sense than to
think of him theway she did. She should have more sensethan to think of him at al.

"Mayhaps," he agreed. "But for some, the whole world is adream, and who can deny that thereisharm
intheworld?'

"Do not speak in riddlesto me." Shewould not cry. She'd had enough of tears. He was the one who
had kissed her, was he not? She had not gone out of her way to kiss him. But then it never stopped at
kissesfor aman. A sster at Usk who had been widowed twice before taking her vows had told her so.
With Dain, the kisses she longed for would no doubt turn into something beestly that she dared not
desre.

"Y ou do not want riddles?' He reached for his cup of wine. "Then hear the truth, Ceridwen. | dso
dreamed in Madron's cottage.”

She stopped her sllent railing and glanced up a him. "A dream like mine?"
"Enough so to make mewary." He drank and set the cup back on the table.
"Isthiswhy you are no longer friends?’

"Ayer

"Twasn't much as explanations went, but it was something. " The thing with Caradoc. What does it matter
to Madron if wewed?' She asked her most pressing question, trying to take advantage of hiswillingness
to speak, if not exactly discourse on the matter.

" She was Nemeton's daughter, and believesif Caradoc iswed, then she can be returned to Carn
Merioneth."

"Nemeton's daughter?' she said, taken aback by hisanswer. "I think not. Nemeton's daughter was
named Moriah."

" "Tisanother name the witch has, Moriath, though only Rhuddlan cadls her thus. They have known each
other for many years—" He rubbed his head again, asif the pain had suddenly increased. "At least
fifteen, for certes. But what do you know of Nemeton?"



"He wasthe greatest bard in al of Wales and often cameto Carn Merioneth,” she said, excitement
spilling over into her voice. Sheld been right. It was Moriath sheld seen in the cottage. "Everyone knew of
him, and for a short time Moriath stayed with us. She was the one who brought Mychael and me south
and put usin therdigious houses."

"Aye, shewasat Usk," Dain said, and swore slently. Hed falen into ahornet's nest of intrigue with the
maid at the center of it dl.

"Did you say anything to her about the red book? Did she know of it?" the chit asked, leaning close, her
face dlight. Then just as quickly she moved away, apink stain upon her cheeks.

"Shewroteit," hesaid. "At least the Latin parts.” Another unfortunate telling of truth he surmised from
the sartled widening of her eyes. " "Tis not what you think, Ceri. She but put her father's storiesto the
page, which may have naught to do with you. | have heard stories of a Ceridwen as the mother of
Tdiesn, amythica being who some say isaso the Merlin of Arthur's court. Thereisa Ceridwen as
keeper of amagic cauldron and another as—"

"They arethe same," sheinterrupted him. "Tdiesin's mother and the cauldron keeper are the same
woman."

"And neither one of themisyou," he said, making his point. He saw no reason to frighten her with
Madron's unconvincing reassurance that if Ceridwen married Caradoc, her blood would remain her own.

Christ, but he hated the whole of it.

"Y ou must take meto Moriath," shesaid. "l haveto talk with her."

"No." He dared not take her back into Wroneu. In truth, he didn't know what to do with her. "There
were dangers beyond the ocean in my dream, Ceri, and | know not why Madron showed them to me, or
what they mean, or if 'twasredly adream.”

"If not adream, then what?"

"Mayhaps athreat. Or it could have been avison. | haveasmdl gift of sight.”

"Small?' Obvioudy, Ceridwen didn't like the sound of that. "Erlend told me you were agreet diviner,
feared throughout the March of Wales, famed throughout the borderlands and the shires beyond.”

Hislipstwitched with the beginnings of agrin he barely held in check.

"I would not put too much store by what Erlend says," he opined drolly. "Or spend too much of my time
ligening to hisprattle.”

"His préttle is better company than your silence. Asfor visons, | have no gift at al, so how do you
explanwha | saw?"

"Madron."
"She has magic then?'

Dain grimaced. "All withyouismagic.”



"It would be, if you would uphold your end of our bargain.”

He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. "Magic is mostly damned hard work and nothing to be
bargained with."

"Magic was your hdf of the bargain, sorcerer, not mine. Y ou promised the lightning dance.”

Their eyes held across the chessboard for no more than amoment before he relented. Twas Ceridwen's
eadest victory yet over him.

He pushed himsdlf out of hischair and stood. "Aye, then; before we jump into the thick of it, why don't
we begin with something no lessvolatile, but much lesslikely to immolate you."

"Immolate?"

"Burnto acinder,” he elaborated, gesturing toward the trapdoor with a broad sweep of his hand.

"Twas about time, she thought.

What was Madron's game, Dain wondered, to have warned him off, and then to have given him and the
maid the same dream? It had al come back to him as Ceri had spoken of his sword, come back far too
clearly for hispeace of mind: the smell of the dark place, the danger of it, the way the walls had moved,
the utter surety of his own degth. With the clarity of the dream, he/d also remembered the moment in Deri

when held felt and seen the same dark place.

Too much darkness, he thought, filling another lamp with oil. When he it the crystdl globe, the lamp cast
ashattered glow of fractured beams around the walls of the lower chamber. They danced over
Ceridwen's body and wove themsd ves through her hair where she stood across from him at the table.
Hed started her off with the making of rihedin, one of Jala's most closaly guarded concoctions, compact
packages of mineral powders, fire ail, and resin used to change and deepen the colors of flames. Bits of
charcoal, sulfur, or wax were sometimes used, depending on the desired effect. Sdtpeter could be
added, though held been strongly advised againgt it, and his own experiments had proven the admonition
to be based on sound reasoning and in favor of self-preservation, unless one wasintent on acertain
amount of destruction.

A number of candles were aready flaming, adding their meager light to the work a hand. He hung the
lamp from a chain above them and set about filling his dchemy still with wine. Twould beagua ardenshe
madefor her.

He had never doubted Jdla's magic, or Madron's, only hisown, and yet he'd underestimated the witch.
Her dream had awakened something in him. He'd felt it hovering on the edge of his consciousness these
past few days, amystery, mayhaps magic, but a magic more dangerous than any he had imagined. Not
so for Rhuddlan. More than the Quicken-tree leader's intuition had been at work in the grove that night.
Rhuddlan had known the contents of Dain's fleeting moment of sight. Dain's own intuition, jogged into
awareness by Ceri'sdream, told him it was so.

Madron. Rhuddlan. Ceridwen. And Madron as Moriath, the one who had taken Ceridwen to Usk. The
three were part of some whole, their lives knotted together for some purpose beyond asmple marriage.



But what? And where was the dark place that bespoke of his death?

Rhuddlan had gone north, not to return until Beltaine, Dain remembered, and Caradoc had come from
the north.

He glanced up from his still to where Ceridwen worked on the other side of the table. The maid had
brought strange forcesto bear on hislife. She mocked him with her need for the powers of salvation he
could not give himsdlf, yet held be parting with her againgt hiswill.

Nimble fingers, nimble mind, she'd grasped the concept of rihadinimmediatdy. She had smirked and
cdled him "charlatan” when held shown her the how of it, yet she dtill believed histricks were magic and
asked him how he conjured his exotic powders. She had enough faith in him and the God she prayed to
for the both of them, and mayhaps that was why he was |oath to let her go. In Arabic, shewas
adkemdych, "smdl magica one"

Mayhaps he would go north with the wedding 'party.

"Chrig'sblood," he muttered, surprising himsdlf with theidiocy of histhoughts. The maid had turned his
mind to lust and his powers of reasoning to pottage. He had long since stopped yearning for death, and
there was no reason to court it now, especialy for awoman he could not have, let aone keep.

He forced his attention back to hiswork, luting the stillhead with a paste made of flour and water. His
hand shook; and paste dropped into the cold brazier beneath the still. He swore beneath his breath, but
let it lie. He should not have kissed her palm. He'd known that even as heéld pressed hislips against her
skin, drawn by her scent and her closeness. She made him weak. A woman less easily dissuaded would
have had him on hiskneesin minutes, but awoman less easily dissuaded would not have been Ceridwen
ab Arawn.

Shewas viscerd, dipping into hisveinsto wreak her havoc and bring him damn little peace.

May Eve would be upon them soon, before the week was out, and she would be gone shortly
thereafter. Hefdt the heavy ripeness of the earth building with each passing day, and he wondered if
Rhuddlan aso trembled with the coming of Beltaine. Each year his own awareness heightened ever more
intensaly, entwining him deeper with mysteriesthat aways lurked just beyond hisken. Y et thisyear they
were drawing close. More of Madron's doing, and Rhuddlan's, and the maid's, and the Druid force
brought to bear on the coining of spring.

Nemeton's grove and Nemeton's tower held the same secret, albeit in different forms. Dain had redlized
that much the first time Rhuddlan had taken him to Deri for Beltaine. Hed behaved the perfect dissembler
on the occasion, calling the Quicken-tree's goddesses and gods for them with much pomp and
legerdemain, employing every trick he knew, turning the flames of their firesinto rainbow hues—aye, and
they'd liked that well enough to request it year after year—roiling up great clouds of smoke and using his
voiceto make the treestalk, which the whole of Quicken-tree had found exceedingly humorous, much to
hisirritation. Twas only later hed redlized that to them, the trees had their own voices and his had been
sorely out of tune.

Yet for dl that hed made amummery of their ceremony, he had not left the grove unchanged. The
bodhran drums had doneit to him. Their pounding, driving beat had dipped beyond his defenses and
found an answering rhythm in what had been left of his soul. He couldn't remember now what had
surprised him more: that he'd responded to the Quicken-tree's pagan rites, or that Jala had |eft a part of
him intact.



Pagan. Theword barely sufficed to describe what happened in the grove. Edmee would not be there on
Betaine. Madron never alowed it. Mayhaps he would turn to LIynya. That one's sweet wildness had
tempted him once. Or Maira. The Earth-Mother would take him in and give him comfort, bring him
peace. There were others who would be willing, aye, even eager to lay down on the forest floor with the
Horned One he would become—and none would be Ceridwen.

He would continue to teach her how to use her new knife, and he would show her how to distill wine
into water that burned. If he dared, he could tell her somewhat of the things between aman and a
woman. Though Caradoc had brought the ransom and shown concern for her well-being, he did not
think the Boar of Balor would bother to ease hisway into amaid's affections before easing hisway into
her bed, and Dain did not want her hurt, no matter the trouble she had brought to hislife.

He looked up again, watching as she worked the resin with her fingers. Her brows were drawn together
in concentration, but her mouth was soft, free from worry. She was convent-bred and unused to the
ways of men. After shocking her the night of his bath, he felt a certain repongbility to atone. Fear did not
make agood bedmate, and it could make it especialy hard for awoman. He could teach her somewhat,
he supposed, teach her what he dared, but not nearly all shewould alow.

A wry smile curved his mouth. She wanted too much from him. He saw it in her eyes, fdt it in her touch,
and shedidn't know the safe limits of such things. If naught else, though, he would open her mouth and
give her akiss. Much could be learned from akiss, and the maid was quicker than most.

She would need to be, if she found herself often matching wits with Helebore. Before sheleft, he would
give her thetrick of using stone snake tongue to detect poison in food and wine. He had an extra
mermaid's purse or two he could part with, though held never actudly figured out what to do with them
besides intone grim-sounding chants while waving them abot.

He could teach her how to do that. Truly, the chanting was his most effective "magic,” that and divining
the future from chicken guts. If there were many like Erlend in Balor, the chicken trick could make her

reputation, and God knew there was safety in having areputation as amage. His had served him well for
many years, until the maid had comeinto hislife and begun tearing it asunder from theinside out.

A0

Chapter 16

Rhuddlan and Trig kndlt by the steaming, bubbling pool deep in the heart of the caves benesth Balor.
The Liosafar touched hisfingersto the stone rim, the Quicken-tree leader reached for the water itsdlf,
and what Trig smelled on hisfingers when helifted them to hisnose, Rhuddlan felt in the poal.

"Desecration,” the Liosalfar said, looking up.
Green eyes met green, and Rhuddlan nodded. "Whoever rouses thepryf dabblesin mysteries beyond his

ken. Find the paths he uses and close them off." The foul being whose presence they sensed could not be
left to run free.



Men from above had ventured into the caves many times since the fal of Carn Merioneth, some by
accident, some apurpose to explore, and some to meet unexpected death. The caverns of the
Quicken-tree did not readily reveal their secrets, and for that reason Rhuddlan had never bothered to
challenge the presence of those whose thoughts did not go beyond tangible riches. "'Twas better for them
to find nothing and return to tell the tae.

This one, though—the Quicken-tree leader skimmed his fingers across the scrying pool once more—this
onedid not think of gold and gemstones, but of atreasure beyond price, and he must be checked. The
searcher would know someone had locked him out the next time he tried to descend into the caves, and
mayhaps he had enough wits about him to devise anew way in, but that would take time and Beltaine
was nearly upon them. After that good night, Rhuddlan would return with those he needed to bresk the
sed on the weir gate, and once again he would be the ruler of the kingdom beneath the mountains, a

dragon keeper.

Then let thisfoul being come below, and Rhuddlan would feed him to the mother ocean.

Travelersfrom thefar north, from beyond evenDenmark , arrived near Wydehaw midweek. The
messenger who had sighted the peddier band in the forest and brought the news to the Hart had been
scarce more than aboy. He had disappeared back into the night with hisfour pence clutched in hisfig,
leaving lesstrace of his passing than ashadow. For such an outrageous sum, Ceridwen had told Dain,
shewould be happy to run freein the woods dl day and report back to him everything she saw. His
reply had been that she had not done so well by hersalf running freein the woods, and that mayhaps she
should just stay put. She did, while he lft at the next dawn to go in search of the barbarian traders.

Glad she wasto be done. The tower wastoo small to hold acaged animd of Dain's size, and he acted
the part no less than any wild thing she'd seen caught in atrap. He no longer spoke, he growled and
snapped. He no longer dept, but prowled the whole night long. Every sound brought his head up, aert
and wary. Every shift in the wind had become cause for another hour spent staring out the window upon
the forested hills. He had not eaten yesterday, nor broken his fast thismorn.

Worgt of al, hisrestless pacing had infected her with the same agitated excitement, the same sense of
anticipation, though she knew not what to anticipate other than the escape she must contrive before
Caradoc'sreturn. She had put it off long enough. Less than a sennight remained.

Her plan was still to make for Strata Florida, but she was sorely tempted to go back into Wroneu and
find Moriath before heading north. Despite what Dain had said about the witch, Ceridwen had felt no
harm coming from her, and whether she was called Moriath or Madron, she was atouchstone to the
past. Mayhaps she would have tidings of Mychad!.

Before held | eft, Dain had set her to work dusting the shelvesin his solar. There were hundreds of
earthenware vessals to be cleaned, containers made out of boiled leather, small wool pouches, open
dishes and baskets holding whole herbs, glass cruets and more jugs and pots than she'd ever seenin one
place. He wanted them dll tidied, though she guessed his true motive was to keep her occupied and out
of trouble while hewas gone.

There had been a dight accident, which in no way had been her fault, that had nearly set them &firethe
previous day. By the time Dain had gotten them both down to smolders sans sparks, held beenin no
mood to continue her studies. The damned distilled wine waswhat had caused dl the commotion. She
might have set it too closeto the brazier, but she was not the one who had spilled it into the codls,



sending an inferno of flame whooshing toward the celling. Numas wagging tail had done the deed. Still,
‘twas an interesting thing,aqua ardens, water that burned, and she was taking plenty with her when she
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Her cleaning eventually brought her to the door that led to the tower's upper chamber. Carved in sone
above the door, nearly obscured by years of soot and grime, were Latin words. " Amor... uX...
veritas... dcitur ad astra," she murmured.

"Love... light... truth... suchistheway to the stars.” The trandation took her amoment and till left her
wondering what the words meant.

If the answer lay on the other side of the door, she would have to do without it, for unlike the Druid
Door, the door to the upper chamber was never opened. Never. Erlend was frightened of the place,
though she didn't know why. As much as he prettled, he wouldn't say anything beyond "strange, demn
things' when asked what it was Dain kept in the eyrie. If she probed further, he became incoherent in his
mutterings. Whatever was beyond the door defied elther the old man's comprehension or his power of
description, or both, and was no doubt the most interesting thing in the tower. She was sure, too, that it
had something to do with Dain's achemica dabblings, with the Philosopher's Stone he was never ableto
successfully conjurein the lower chamber—the very key to the machinations of nature, time, and
transformation, he'd told her. Few of his concoctions and containers made it past the thirtieth ditillation
on his4ill, et done the seventieth some of his receipts required.

She bent down from where she stood on astool and tried the latch, giving it alittlewiggle, thena
stronger one. She put her shoulder to it, but nothing happened. It never did.

Y et the door had alock like any other lock, and where there was alock, there was akey. Somewhere.

Expecting nothing, she ran her hand across the stones jutting out above the door, doubting that the mage
would be so predictable. She got exactly what she expected, with the addition of abit of cobweb. Shed
had the same problem at Usk, trying to get into the library. Her solution then had been a cannily wielded
kitchen knife and asturdy oak twig.

Timewas running short, shetold herself, looking around for aknife other than her precious Damascene.
She could not afford to respect Dain's privacy when any piece of knowledge she gained could be the one
to save her.

Thelock turned out to be asmple affair, yielding easily to her prodding and poking. Dain must not have
thought it necessary to protect the eyrie beyond the Druid Door, for she had no doubts that he could
have made it impossible to enter the upper chamber, if he had chosen to do so. LIynyahad been wrong
about the magic word, "sezhamey." Ceridwen had tried it time and again to no aval.

With her strong push, the door opened on creaking hinges, reveding astairwell filled with dim light and
dripping water. She stuck her hand in and touched the curved wall. The stone was cold and wet. A pool
of water glistened on thefloor, a cache of rain from that morning's shower caught in asmooth indentation
of rock. She skirted it as she stepped into the stairwell. Streams of sunlight broke through the celling
boards far above her and filtered down, setting the dust motes aight.

Halfway around thefirst curve, shelooked up and, indeed, something strange caught her eye. Her heart
skipped abeat and her breath stopped. An orb hung above her in the air, ametd ball with no visble
means of support. She stepped back adtair, planning to turn and run as Erlend must have done, when the
curved rod that held the orb cameinto view.



But what held the rod? she wondered, poised between flight and curiosity.

She continued forward, daring al, yet keeping her hand firmly on thewall to insure aquick escape if
needs be.

Sowly, she crept up the stairs, listening for danger and hearing naught beyond the same breeze sheld felt
in the solar. She was protected from itswindy kissin the stairwell, but she heard the fluttering of clothin
the chamber above her, and the metal ball dipped and swayed ever so dightly.

As sherounded the curve, more of the rod came into view, aong with another and another, each with its
own orb, though every orb was adifferent size. Twas just as Erlend had said, a strange demn thing.

Her head peeked over the topmost stair, bringing moreafthe room into view, and her eyes widened.
"Sweet Jesy," she whispered.

Dain hung his cloak by the hearth and glanced again toward the door to the upper chamber. "Twas open.
A amile curved his mouth. The maid was nothing if not adventurous.

He'd been caught in arain shower at dusk, ahaf league from the tunndl, but the journey had been worth
the dousing. He'd had news of home.

Laughter floated down the stairs, and his smile broadened. Night had falen, and he could well imagine
what brought the laughter to her lips, the same thing that had sent Erlend cowering into the alchemy
chamber. He picked up the package he'd set on the table and palmed a handful of rihedinout of abowl on
hismateriamedicashdf, then followed the sound of her laughter.

He mounted the gtairsinto darkness. Halfway up, hetilted his head back and found stars spinning Sowly
above him. As hed thought, she had wasted no timein lighting the orbs. Seven were larger than the rest,
representing in ascending order Mercury, Venus, Earth, the moon, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, al mounted
on movable bronze rings, one within the other. Numerous smaler orbs, stars, circled and danced around
the outside of the planets, their number, if not their arrangement, corresponding to the twelve sgns of the
zodiac. The orbs themsalves were made of thinly pounded copper patinated by the yearsto arich
verdigris and put together like two hinged bowls, each one connected by along, dender rod to the
cowled centrd pillar that pierced the rings. The amount of sand in each orb and its placement on the pillar
determined the height of its orbit. The pillar itself was encrusted with rock crystd, stones of light chipped
away from the vault of heaven, and laden with al the copper shapes cut out of the orbs, ateluric
pedestal for the Sun at its core. The whole of the wondrous thing was Nemeton's celestid sphere, the
bard's heretical, heliocentric map to the cosmos. It filled the chamber nearly wal to wall and was half
again ashigh asaman a itstalest point.

Theideaof the Earth and al her sster planets revolving around the Sun was not new to Dain. Jala had
once taken him to an astrologer inDamascus who had seen such adiagram in an ancient manuscript said
to have come from aland that was no more. The East had been full of such missves, though most were
not nearly as ancient astheir sellers professed. "'Twas not until the Hart, though, that he'd seen any
recounting in the West of a Sun-central cosmos. Nor had he foreseen in Damascus how an old man's
ramblingswould give him the key to anew life asthe Mage of Wydehaw, akey in fact aswell astheory.
Inaclever bit of wordplay, Nemeton had incised three rays of the Sun in the keystone of the stone arch
around the Druid Door, showing that brightest of celestid orbs at eventide, noon, and morning rise. Three
nightsinto his delicate assault upon the lock, Dain had forsaken the alchemica order of metals—what



he'd consdered his cleverest idea—and the more obvious Ptolemic order of the cosmas, which had the
Earth asits center, and begun manipulating the iron rodsin the pattern of heresy. Still, it had not been an
easy thing, for each rod had to be moved in a prescribed order within the circular pattern of the lock.
That he had opened the door in a sennight had seemed like magic even to him, despite hisendless
cdculations and drawings.

Dain cameinto the room on silent feet and reached up to touch the first star he came to, designated by
its markings as the polestar. The barest shift in pressure sent the orb circling in the opposite direction,
dipping and swaying in agraceful arc around the pillar and the rings. He could not see Ceridwen through
the darkness surrounding the spinning lights, but he could hear her on the other Side, opening each orb to
light the candle within and then setting the sphere adrift.

Heworked hisway around the circle, changing orbits as he went and dropping in a pinch of rihadinhere
and there. "Fire eggs," Jalal had said when held asked for atrandation of the word, aword from a
language spoken beyond the edge of the known world, a place lost in the frozen deserts that lay dong the
far reaches of the caravan routes.

Mutterings of consternation met his ears as the newly directed starsfloated by her, defying their origina
course.

A fire burned in the chamber's hearth, warming an iron pot. He set his package on anearby table and
picked up awooden gtirring spoon to taste the cauldron's steaming, savory-scented contents. The soup
was hot and flavorful and good for chasing away his chill. He dipped the spoon in again and brought it to
hislips, blowing. Ceridwen had spent a busy afternoon, making soup and discoveries. Asthe broth
cooled, the polestar came back from whence held sent it. With his gentle touch, the bright orb went
oinning off inreverse.

He ate from the pot and waited, and confounded her from his side of the room. She nearly had dl the
orbslit. He found aflagon of wine next to the hearth and tipped it to his mouth. Twouldn't be long now.

Thefirst firebal sparks showered blue and dicited astartled gasp from her. He grinned. Quickly on the
hedls of the blue came a shower of yelow and a short squed. He laughed softly and took another swig of
wine. Red followed yellow, and green followed red. Another bluerihadintook to flame, but she made no
more sounds.

Curious, he walked toward where sheld been, peering through the sparks and circling spheres. When he
didn't see her, he kept walking.

"You!" she accused him from behind, nearly stopping hisheart. "I knew ‘twasyou."

Hewhirled, spilling wine onto his hand and across the front of histunic. He laughed, his own startled
sound.

"Y ou ought to be ashamed.” She stood a scant distance from him with her hands on her hips, awarrior's
stance, but he thought he detected a smile on her mouth. Hetilted his head to put her better into the light
and confirmed his suspicion.

"l am ashamed," he assured her, grinning, then lifted his hand to his mouth and sucked off the wine. With
his other hand, he offered her the flagon.

Shetook it, one eyebrow arched to let him know alittle wine would not absolve him.



"Want to hdp?' he asked, holding out therihadin.
She did not reply, only reached out and took three packets from his pam.
"Not too much in each,” hewarned. "Just apinch. I'll do the northern orhits.”

They worked in opposite directions, her filling the lower spheres and him filling the higher ones. When
they met again where they'd begun, the firstrinadinwere sputtering.

"Hurry," he urged her, taking her by the hand and pulling her dong. "We have to openthe—" A fountain
of yellow and green sparks burst into the air from the nearest orb, cutting off hiswords and their forward
progress. They hdted suddenly, bumping againgt each other. He ingtinctively protected her by holding her
face againg his shoulder. He could fed her laughinginhisarms.

After thefirg fiery moments passed, she peeked up, grinning. "1 put in the green, but | had no yellow."

"And | had yellow, but no green." His own mouth curved into a smile. She had understood as quickly as
he.

"I fear we've doubled up on our pinches."
"Aye." Hissmile broadened.

A shower of red and blue sparksfollowed by aburst of blue and green confirmed their mistake. He put
his mouth close to her ear so she could hear him over the growing din. "We have to open the roof."

Shetilted her head back and gave him aquizzica 1ook.

He pointed to aseries of pulleys climbing thewall on the north side of the tower. A web of ropes laced
through the whedls and | ed to the horizontd portcullisthat comprised the celling of the upper chamber.

They closed the distance in arain of blue and ydlow sparks and put their backs into coaxing the
oak-plated roof into giving way. It complied with ashudder and agroan and the high-pitched grating of
long-unused gears. Moonlight streamed in through thefirst crack and spread farther down the dark walls
with each crank of thewhed, until half the tower was bared to the heavens, and none too soon.

One after the other, the "fireeggs' burst into flame, shooting bits and flashes of hot color upward into the
night sky.

Outsdein the bailey, Father Aric stopped midway to the chapel and fell to his knees. His mouth was
agape, hiseyeswide as he stared at the top of theHartTower . Hellfire was spewing from between the
battlements. The lurid colors defied any aspect of holiness and unequivocaly indicated the workings of
evil power. That damnation should arrive so quickly upon the hedls of sin—truly before held even gotten
himsdlf tucked back into his braies and while the scent of the woman till clung to him—could only mean
the worst. The Apocalypse was upon them. The Antichrist had come and—terror of terrors—had
chosen Wydehaw as his point of ascension from the bowels of hdll. Limb-numbing guilt assailed the
priest. All knew the Devil followed naught but paths ripe with the stench of vile sin, and Father Aric
feared hiswasthe sin that had brought Satan to their door.



Fire sparks arced and streamed out of the tower, making God knew what demonic signs against the sky.
The priest tried to cross himsdf, but his hands had turned to lead at his sdes. He was helpless. Mud
churned up by the earlier rain oozed around his knees, sinking him deeper into the cold, wet ground. His
body trembled with apased fear. His voice could not but croak, " Gloria Petri, gloria Petri ..."

In aprotected corner of the rose garden, Vivienne shook out her skirts and smoothed back her hair. The
priest had been quick, too quick. A sigh escaped her, then atear. Perhaps 'twas no more than she
deserved.

She sat down on one of the rosary benches, and another sigh left her lips. Her pride had cost her much
that she had not been able to replace. Of the five years sheld been wed, she'd spent four scrounging
through the depths of humanity to get aman in her bed.

Her birthday would be upon her again soon, and Soren'saso. Twastime for children to come into their
lives, an unlikely occurrence given their current arrangement, and she was far too careful to end up
breeding another man's brat. She would not do that, not even for the sorcerer—asif held given her even
haf achance.

When Lavrans had first come to Wydehaw, sheld thought she wasin love with him. Therewas
something appedling about aman who never lied, even if the truth he spoke was often disguised and
much lessflattering than what she wanted to hear or expected to be told. But ‘twas not love sheld fdlt for
him. Hewas a challenge, a delectable one, true, but not her heart's desire. Foolish girl that she'd been,
sheld given her heart to Soren in thelr first year of marriage, when heéld courted her as a stranger and won
her as alover, showing an appreciation for her wit and no penchant for shyness or sweetness—or
virginity—in abride. He was no warrior, but then she was no maiden in distress. He held Wydehaw
through judicious aliances and the willingnessto fight if dl el sefalled. They had been agood match, onea
mite close for some ecclesiagtical tastes, but agood match nonetheless.

A amileflirted with her mouth. In some courts, harboring atendrefor one's own husband was considered
gauche, yet for Soren, sheld defied fashion, loving him beyond reason, beyond common sense. For the
first timein her life, she had been happy and loved in return, secure within the wals of her own homeand
freeto explore any sensud adventure she might imagine. Then Soren had thrown it al away in hislust for
aboy.

A bitter sadness replaced her smile. Her defiance had gotten her naught but an endless supply of londly
nights and an occasiona crude swiving. Love was such atangle. She had taken another man in retaliation,
and Soren had stood by, angry but silent. Sheld taken another, and another, and another, until not even
her husband's anger had remained.

Now they both had nothing. Her pride could no longer withstand hisindifference, and it seemed his
sworn love had not survived her faithlessness.

Tearswelled in her eyes. Father Aric had been amistake: held exhorted their Sinfulness even in the midst
of their joining. Had she been reduced to o little worth, to the taking of hypocriticaly piousand
premature priests? Had she abandoned her faith and her marriage vows only to be abandoned in turn?

Thetearsfdl, making damp tracks over her cheeks and running into the corners of her mouth. Wasthere
no hope of love? No light of truth |eft to guide her?



Shelifted her gaze to the heavens, prepared to beseech the Lord, but the Lord answered before the
words could form on her lips. Far above her, floating over the wall between the upper and middle
baleys, wasalight, abright yelow light with ablue aureole. She stared, tranfixed. Thelight floated
closer, carried upon agentle night wind, agolden star faling to earth within an azure hao.

Gold and azure, the colors of Soren's standard. There could be no clearer sign. Her heart beat faster as
the bit of celestiad fire drifted over the rosary wall into her garden. 1t descended then and delicately
extinguished itsalf on the damp peta of arose, the flower of love.

Vivienne reached out with atrembling hand.

From the depths of his chamber's embrasure, Soren watched the last of the sorcerer's conflagration.
Hed never seen anything likeit, the flames, the colors, the sparks floating on the wind. Thefool man
ought to be brought up on chargesfor putting the castlein danger. Any one of adozen or more thatched
roofs could have caught fire. None had, of course. Lavrans had the Devil's own luck, whereas he, Soren
D'Arbois, Baron of Wydehaw, had none. He looked back at his bed and his thoughts turned brooding.

A drange air of anticipation had come over the castle of |ate, a strangeness confirmed rather than caused
by the Hart'sfiery display. Spring was rushing in where winter had been, and the moon was waxing full.
The conjunc-tion of the seasond and the celestid, especially on May Eve, dways heightened the effect of
both, atruth he'd never been told, but one he'd felt enough times to believe beyond doubt. "'Twas
particularly hard on the priests, who seemed to lose their bearings in the midst of so much Nature
enforcing Her will.

Therewould befiresin the hillstomorrow night, he thought, turning his gaze once again to the Hart
Tower and the forest that lay past the walls of hiskeep. Fires not magically conjured, but no less potent
than the one the sorcerer had sent to the heavens. Beltaine, as spoken in the old language of the pagan
gods, was close upon them, and despite its centuries of Chrigtianity, Waleswas il full of pagan gods,
none of whom had answered Soren's prayers. But then, his own God had deserted him; he should have
expected no better from Nemeton's.

His persond anticipations had come in the form of deep longings, for what he was not sure, but he knew
for whom—Vivienne, the wife he so easily could have lost yet again to Caradoc. Predictably, hislongings
had gone unanswered. He was afool, his appetites beyond even his own understanding.

Dam was besotted with the demoisdlle, that much had become apparent with her miraculous recovery
within hours of Caradoc's leaving. Soren had gone back to the tower to assure himself that she il lived
and would continue to do S0, at least until she was out from under his keeping. He'd found Ceridwen ab
Arawn quitewell, surprigngly wdl, sitting with the sorcerer over their evening med. Soren had never
thought to see such acozily domestic scenein the Hart. Lavrans had nearly blushed at being caught, a
delightful bit of fancy Soren had often dreamed of causing: asorcerer's blush.

Dain'sinfatuation made him more human somehow, and, strangely enough, less sexudly desirable. The
unconquerable had been conquered, the seductive one had been seduced, and by an innocent, no less.
At least Ceridwen had been innocent the first night Lavrans had taken her into histower. Ragnor had
sworn to her purity, though Soren would put no coin on the matter at this point intime.

"God'sbdls," he muttered at the redlization. He wasn't going to lose his whole damned demesne over a



few drops of missing blood and some torn matter.

Vivienne, he thought. Viviennewould know whét to do. Thank the Lord for a practical wife. Shewould
know how to work avirgin's ruse should the demoiselle need one for her wedding night.

Heturned away from the window, fully aware of how his thoughts had contrived to bring him what hed
longed for. He had no choice but to cal for Vivienne, to divert disaster for them dll.

"Soren?"' The sound of .her voice brought his head up.

He had not heard her enter, not heard so much as acreak of ahinge, but she was there where she had
not been for four years, in his chambers, standing opposite his bed. Tears marked her face. In her hand
sheheld arose.

"Chérie?' He strode toward her, concern knitting his brow. His arms opened of their own accord, and
sheraninto hisembrace.

Dain was playing with fire, sitting so close to Ceridwen in the shadowy darkness of the upper chamber,
sharing wine, fedling too dive, too good. They'd taken refuge on the floor between the table and the
hearth when therihadinhad begun to flame, and they continued to St shoulder to shoulder, knees drawn
up, asthelast sporadic bursts of color escaped from the orbs. A cloud of smoke had risen from the
tower and passed over the face of the moon. Traces of it still lingered, wigps of asoft bluish-gray
streaking Lunaand obscuring some of her light, but the stars were adamantine, lustrousin their brightness
againgt the night sky. A grin teased his mouth. HeE'd explained to Ceri about the spheres and the Sun and
the cosmic map, and in her own inestimable way sheld suggested that following such a skewed path
could bethe source of al hisfailuresin the making of his Stone.

Silently, he offered her thewine. It wasn't part of his plan tofill her with drink, but he/d noticed a genera
softening of her countenance as they'd passed the flagon back and forth. She took the wine and their
fingerstouched, herswarm, hiswarmer till. Latent flashes of rihedincolor illuminated her face: aband of
blue across her eyes, like a Quicken-tree warrior; yellow on her mouth, soft like butter, hot like the Sun.
Gazing upon her lips, he could fed the heat and near taste their smooth sweetness.

He had promised himsdlf akiss, atruekiss, degp in her mouth and in no way chaste.

"1 brought you agift."

"A gift?" Shelooked over a him, surprised.

He reached up to the table and retrieved the rolled-and-bound package he'd brought with him out of
Wroneu. "The trader was known to me, a man named Toranen the I celander. He came through Havn on
hisway south and had news of my family."

"Family?In Denmark?'

"Danmark, ja," he said, thickening his accent, his mouth curving into agrin. He untied the rope binding

and gave her the package. When she hesitated, he lifted thefirst fold of cloth and let it fall back over her
am."Kageste?'



The endearment was no more than a murmur and in Danish, alanguage she did not speek, yet she
lowered her gaze, turning shy on him. "Y ou have dready given me so much." On Lady Vivienne he would
have called the action coy. On Ceridwen he called it fascinating.

"Thegiftisyours, Ceri. | would not giveit to another.”

She nodded once and lifted the next fold of cloth. Insde the coarse wool was the sheepskin Toranen
had given him to protect his prize.

"Must be apreciousthing,” shesaid.

" Tisunique," he agreed. "Like the oneto whom it isgiven.”

Compliments and gifts? Ceridwen wondered. Both accompanied by smiles? She hardly knew what to
think, other than to be on her guard againgt hersalf aswell as him. He was her most damned
weskness—and her most delightful. They had played like children with his celestid spheresand hed
surely awakened haf the demesne. There would be talk on the morrow of the enchantments wrought in
the night. Shewondered if dl or most of his magic was made up of such smplethings, at least the magic
that set the castlefolk al aflutter and quaking in their boots. The other magic he had in him was subtler,
lesslikely to be noticed, but no less potent, and it was this magic she guarded herself againgt. Twasthe
magic of dlure and promise.

"Y our news must have been good," she said, working at the knotted leather cord holding the rolled
sheepskin closed. "It has made you generous.”

"Aye." Dain laughed a her cynicd assessment. "But | would not have passed up this treasure whatever
the news”

"And your family? How do they fare?' Thefirst knot came free, leading her to the second.

"My parentslive and are well. My youngest brother, Jens, has become secretary to the Bishop of
Roskilde. Eric, the oldest of usdl, now hasthree shipstrading from theWhite Seato the Baltic, and my
sster, Magrethe, has married adistant cousin of the king's.”

"Richard?’ she asked, obvioudy impressed.

"Vddemar," hereplied.

"Oh." She went to work on the second knot until it loosened. When she didn't open the skin, but only
held it in her lap, he looked up again and found her watching him, her head tilted to one side.

"I had not thought of you having afamily." Her brow was dightly furrowed. " Sigter, brothers, amother
and father."

"Wheat did you think? That | was spawned by the Devil himself?*
"Mayhaps." She gaveasmal lift of her shoulder and brought the flagon to her mouth for asip.
"Surely | have not been that hard on you."

Shefinished her drink and eyed him carefully. "Mayhaps by an angel in the midst of falling from grace,”



she conceded.
"Redeemable?’

"All men are redeemable in the eyes of the Lord, even those tainted by the wickedest of Sns™ She
hestated again, her next words coming with less confidence. "Isthat why you are so far from home?"

Her question took him aback, being too close to the truth, but he recovered quickly enough. He had
long since reconciled himsdf to not returning home. His father would know what he had done, with one
look hewould know. Twas arevelation Dain preferred not to make, not now, not ever.

"l but went to war. It'safine tradition of second sons." He gestured toward the package, hoping to
digtract her. When she dtill didn't openit, he shrugged. "In truth, | was much farther away thanWales .
Now, are you going to finish opening your present? | swear ‘tisworth the effort.”

"I heard you tell the Boar's leech about being on Crusade. Were you with the Lionheart?"

Hisrecovery was dower thistime. She was breaching the barrier of his past, a privilege he had dlowed
no one. The secrets of hislife were hisaone, yet as helooked upon her in the quiet darkness, the desert
years unfolded before him, daring him to reved their contentsto her.

She had asked, had she not? What harm could there bein telling her the barest of facts, about the truce
negotiations between Saladin and Richard breaking down inJaffa ?

Richard had ransomed the English nobles among the legates and aides who had fallen afoul of Sdladinin
the treaty camp, but had |eft the rest of them to their fates, especially the two young Welsh princes
guaranteed to give him trouble back home, Caradoc of Balor and Morgan ab Kynan. Dain had merely
been their expendable companion, though the English had good enough reason to rid themsal ves of
Danes. By the time peace had been made in October of 1192 and Richard had sailed for Europe, Dain
and Morgan had been four monthsin the red sands of the Nefud Desert, sold by Saladin asdavesto
Jdd. Caradoc had been imprisoned with them in the beginning, but had been bought by another trader,
Kaut ad-Din, within weeks of their incarceration. Such was the fate of the youngest captives. The older
men had fared much worse.

Y es, Dain dmost said to Ceridwen, held been with the Lionheart, but the Lionheart had not been with
him. Only his strong aversion to confessions of any sort saved him from the folly.

"Aye, | waswith King Richard,” hefinaly answered. " "Twas hot an altogether pleasant experience. Are
you going to open your present?’

"Have you not been homein al the time since your return from the Holy Land?"
Persistence was one of her strengths and would surely be her downfdl, if not his.

"I did not leave theHoly Land near as quickly asthe English king," he said obliqudly, hoping shewould
let the matter drop. He should have known better.

"What were you doing?'

He gave ashort laugh. "Exploring strange new lands.” Very strange lands.



"Wasnt it dangerousto Stay after the others|eft?”

"Thereisgill aLatin kingdom in Paestine, and | wasvery well protected.” Actudly, he'd been guarded
twenty-four hours aday after histrick with the dagger. The pope couldn't have gotten to him, which was
avery good thing for the pontiff.

"What about the—"

"Shhh." He softly hushed her, laying hisfinger againgt her lips. "Open your present. It's magic.”

Her eyesingantly lit up with amixture of curiosity and excitement, and he wondered why he had not
thought to tell her such before. If naught el se, he should have learned by now that magic wasthekey to
her heart.

She tempered her eagerness with care, gently unrolling the shegpskin to reved the prize within. For a
long moment she stared at the gift without touching it. Then shelightly ran onefinger down theivory
handle.

"A mirror," she murmured, continuing her exploration by moving her finger up around the circular mount,
aso made of ivory. Inside the mount was around of polished meta covered with glass. " Tis beautifully
strange.”

"Made by aNorse skald Toranen swore to me was from Thule."

"Thule?"

"A place said to lie beyond the farthest known north, a place many men seek, but none has seen.”
"Except for the mirror maker," she teased, sending him asidelong glance from beneath her lashes.
"Aye." He grinned. "Except for the mirror maker and mayhaps someday me."

"Y ou would go so far north?*

" "Twas my destination before Wydehaw caught my eye, to go north and evermore north and let the cold
freeze the desert heat from my veins.”

"Wasit so hot as that?"

"Hotter," he said, telling her more than she knew, but doing it with an ingenuousness that gave none of
the truth away, that the heat till crawled through him some nights, burning him.

"What are these holes?' she asked, returning her attention to the mirror. Toward the top of the glass
were two amond-shaped holes, side by side.

"Keysto the magic." Heturned the mirror over, laying it facedown on the sheepskin, and showed her the
runic letters carved around the holesin back. "The runes speak of agod's journey in search of thelovein
men's souls." He glanced up. "True love, no less, the touchstone of every poet'sfancy.”

"You don't bdievein truelove?"



"With al my heart,” he assured her, though he let agrin beliethe words. "1 fear 'tistrue love that does not
beieveinme"

"Posh." Shedismissed him with aflick of her wrigt. "Truelovebdievesin dl of us"
"Therunes say the gift of immortdity, life everlagting, lieswithin truelove™

"Then 'tisthe love of God the god was searching for." Her brow crinkled. "That's strangeisn't it? A
pagan god looking for love from our God."

"Your God," he corrected her.
She gave him avexed glance. "Thereisonly one God."
"Allahu akbar!" he agreed. "God is great!"

"Y ou spesk too many tongues.” She took another swallow of wine and gave him the flagon. " Sometimes
| think I'm in theTowerof Babd ."

At that, helaughed again. " Sometimes | think the same. Here." He handed her the mirror. "Hold it up to
my face and tel mewhat you see.”

Ceridwen scooted closer to him while he set the flagon aside and lit a candle to put next to them. If there
was lovein his soul, she dearly wanted to seeit. " Should the mirror be closer to you or to me?"

"Tome, so my eyesarein place of yourswhile the glass reflects your face."

She did as he ingtructed, bringing the mirror between them, and ingtantly she felt a breath of wind brush
againg her left cheek, then her shoulder and arm, spirding down and reaching toward Dain. Thelong
srands of hishair stirred in the breeze, lifting to caress and twine with her hand where she held the
mirror.

The thing was magic, powerful magic. Her attention shifted from the fed of thewind to hiseyes, and the
sense of profound magic deepened. Twas her face she saw, every curve and line, but the eyeswere an
abyss, rich, dark, fathomless, thick lashed and terribly beautiful.

Theruneslied. The god had not searched for true love—though her heart yearned to tell her that she
saw some evidence of love looking back at her—but for the way to wisdom without pain. In thisthe
mirror was clear, Dain had not found such a path. The wisdom residing in hiseyes had al been wrought

by pain. Despair shaded part of the path, degradation another. Fear had been there, and a thousand
thousand hurts had lain dong the track to wound and scar.

Unable to bear what she saw, she lowered the mirror and averted her gaze. She should not have looked.
No one should be laid so bare before another.

"What did you see?" he asked, and she could only shake her head. "Wasthere so little?”
"No. Too much," she answered.

"And none of it good?"



Her slence condemned him, and she heard him sigh.

"Well," he began, "the mirror does not see dl then, for | swear thereis some good in me. Not much, but
some, and of late, mayhaps even somelove.”

"Had naught to do with love," shetold him, feding awful.
"No love?'

She shook her head again.

"Then what?'

She would have kept her silence except for knowing he deserved to betold, if for no other reason than
to protect himsdf from another who might try to look inside his soul.

"The knowledge that comes from suffering,” she said, still not daring to meet hisgaze. "The mirror
showed much of thisknowledgein you."

"Ah," wasdl he said, then, "Well, we are friends, are we not?'

"Aye" shesad, and in that moment knew it to be true. They had become friends.
"Then you are unlikely to bandy it about.”

Her head came up. "Never."

"My secrets are safe with you."

"Forever," she vowed.

"And yourswith me." He held up the mirror and smiled in that way of his, making her wonder if hed
been teasing her dl dong. "Shal | take a peek into your soul, dear Ceridwen?”

"Twas a dismaying thought, knowing the power of the mirror, yet her reluctance was more for his sake
than her own.

"I haveit on good authority that ‘tis not a pretty sight,” she warned him. "And though | have learned to
live with the darkness Iurking in the corners of my soul, | would spare you, my friend.”

Dain fet hisamile fade. She was serious, and he could well imagine the pious authority that had
pronounced her asinner.

"Dear friend,” he said softly, reaching up to caress her chin. "There can be no darkness on your soul that
| have not seen even blacker in another, probably my own.”

Stll she denied him, laying her hand on his when he would have brought the mirror between them.
Reluctantly, he settled back againgt the wall and resigned himsdlf to watching her in the shifting light of
candleflame and hearth fire. A breeze was blowing around the tower, swirling up bits of rihadinash. There
would be rain before dawn; he could smell it on the wind.



The mirror was no more magic than he, yet sheld seen true. Twas Madron's fault for peering around in
his mind with her damned Druid's deep. The witch had stirred things up.

"I did not mean for the gift to make you sad,” he said.

" 'Tisnot the mirror that saddens me, but that you suffered.”

"And now you are suffering. Should we both be sad together?”

Shelooked up at him, and the candlelight reveded silent tears coursing down her cheeks.

Pure ingtinct compelled him to move toward her, hisback coming off thewall, hisarm gathering her
close, hisother hand cupping her cheek, and everything insde his heart welling up and pilling over likea
wave washing over adam, flowing toward her. " Ceri, do not cry,” he murmured. "Do not cry for me."

She paid him no heed, her tears running benesth his fingers and down the center of his pam. He wiped
the dampness off her cheek with histhumb and was struck anew by the childlike softness of her skin.

"Hush,min koerlighed.” He called her hislove, comforting her and kissing her on the brow, indulging
himsalf despite the caution sounding in his head. He kissed her temple and the side of her nose, consoling
her, and listened to the cry of caution grow ever fainter. Of their own valition, hislips did down to the
corner of her mouth, seeking contact, and ‘twas there that comfort and consolation gave way to desire, in
the place where breath and tears pooled in adelicate, wine-scented curve. He paused in the sudden
dillnessand felt her do the same.

"Dain..." Hisnamewasthe barest of sghsfaling from her lips. Her eyes were closed, her mouth
partidly open, her body warm and divein hisarms.

He could have stopped and taken no more. Verily the thought crossed hismind, yet he turned his mouth
more fully onto hers, savoring the taste of her, like nectar and the sea. He bit her gently, so gently, along
the fullness of her lower lip and at the corners of her mouth, one side and then the other, and soothed
with histongue, until his message became clear and her ingtincts responded.

With the opening of her mouth, he did not hesitate. He opened his own mouth wider and did histongue
down thelength of hers. A groan was released from deep in her throat, filling him with the echoes of her
pleasure. There was nothing sweet about the sound. It had been born in the surprise of lust and dragged
up from the core of her being. She clung to him, and he kissed her, again and again. His mouth roamed at
will over the curves of her face, over her cheeks and brow and jaw, returning as often to her lipsas she
did to his, but he went no farther. He did not dally at her ear or let histeeth graze the side of her neck.
Hedid not fill his palm with her breast, and he licked nothing beyond the inside of her mouth—for akiss
was akiss and not more.

Inthe way of such things, the desperation between them weakened its hold, transforming itself into the
delight of mutua exploration; adangerousturn, Dain knew, for hewould alow himsdf far morelesway in
the pursuit of delight than he ever would under the influence of desperation. Y et if kept within gtrict limits,
he assured himsdlf, kissing aone could not fail to reach anaturd end, and despite the dlure of delight and
the seductive forays of her mouth, hewould find the end of their kissintime.Intime.

The moon coursed across midnight in the sky, trailing clouds and stars. Beltaine Eve had begun. All of
Nemeton's cosmic map circled over their heads, the zodiacal beasts strung out in dowly swirling chaos:
Aldebaran, Eye of the Bull in Taurus, followed by Fomahaut, the beginning of the Water in Aquarius,



Ram passing through Fish in alazy circumference.

Ceridwen had not known there could be so much gentlenessin strength, that one touch upon her mouth
could make her whole body soar asif on wings, that the taste of aman would be like honey upon her
tongue, making her want more, always more. She could not get close enough, yet shewas closer to him
than sheld ever been to anyone, her breasts crushed againgt his chest, her fingers winding through his hair,
her mouth everywhere upon hisface. The touch, scent, taste, and fed of him conjured amiracle with
every breath; hiskiss solved athousand mysteries of life. Man was magic to woman.

Dain knew not how long the whole of it |asted before he lifted his mouth from hers, but he knew ‘twasa
kiss hewould not forget. His body thrummed with the dive-ness of it. Hismind rgoiced in the pure
wonder of it. The kiss had been perfect.

He wanted more. Much more. Not getting it was going to be the price he paid for hisindulgence. In her
own fashion, Edmee had proved him gtill aman in his desires. Ceridwen had proved himamanin his
needs.

Holding her close, heforced acalming breeath into hislungs and looked up a the stars. Vindemiatrix, the
bright star of the Virgin, floated by on its rod overhead, dipping low with the breeze and coming
aongsdetheLion'sHeart in Leo. Heamost smiled. Fate wastruly guided by an ironic hand. Hisbirth
under the Red Fire Star put him firmly in Leo, and just asfirmly, thevirgin wasin hisheart. Her head
rested in the curve of his shoulder, her bresth soft and hot on his neck, inviting disaster. The kisswas
over, only thefirein hisloins remained. He needed to be done.

"Y ou must go to bed,” he said, attempting alight tone. There was no reason for her to know of the new
auffering hedd brought on himsdf. " Tistimefor deep.”

"l do not want to deep.” She nestled closer, and heimmediately began extricating himsdlf from their
embrace, risng to hisfest.

"To bed with you," he said.

Sherosewith him, and in the midstofit, took his hand in hers. He wished she had not done o, for even
her innocent touch made him yearn. Worse till, she stood too close, her eyes downcast, her clothing
brushing againgt his, her thumb caressing the back of hishand, kegping him from his escape.

She did not speak, but she did not need to speak. What she wanted was very clear.

"l cannot,” he said, hisvoice soft with regret, hisfingers wrapping around hers.

"Was the kiss so poor?' She had turned shy on him again. He could see naught but the top of her head
shining goldenintheydlow light from thefire.

Hedared not tell her the truth, and when he said nothing, she withdrew her hand from his and stepped
avay.

"Mayhaps the Boar will not want me either.”

"Ceri..." Hegragped her arm without thinking, and found himsdlf till with nothing he could say—except
thetruth. "If | kissyouagan, it will not be deep that whiles away the hours of the night."”



"I know, yet | till would ask."

Someday she would surprise thelife out of him.

"And | say you do not know." Hisvoice was harsh with frustration. ™Y our virgin dreamswould not last a
moment in my bed.” One touch from her would have given her what she professed to want, but she had
not known enough to put her hand between hislegs.

"Virgin dreams are not meant to lagt.”

Truth rang in her words, and too much hope. And wasn't that what he wanted? For her to hope and not

give up and findly to push him over the edge of reason with her sweet implorations? He had played the

innocent for Jala, and he knew what a powerful seduction innocence was, especidly to aconsummate
seducer.

Theredization gave him immediate pause. A chill ran through his blood. Was heto become like his
teacher then? Would that be Jald'sfina triumph?

"l cannot,” he repeated with conviction, though he till held her arm.

"And | cannot deep,” shetold him honestly. "Not likethis. You have... | want..." She sumbled over the
words, trying to explain what did not need explaining.

He watched her growing shame and frustration change into anger, and knew himsdlf to be alow bastard.
He should not have done such to her. She might be virgin, but she was still human, and she was young.
Her emotionswere dl tangled up with her arousd.

"Do you not know how to please yourself?" he asked, striving for gentlenessin the question.

"Pease mydf?'

"Masturbari, Ceri." He spoke the Latin softly. "It will help.”

She blushed, proving hersdf not completely innocent, which only made his body harder. What a pretty
picture she would make: her hands, his mouth. His chest tightened with the thought of it.

"l do not want that," she said, jerking her arm free, her voice controlled but trembling. "I wanted you,
andyou arekillingme.”

"Thenwewill dietogether." He gave her what he could, knowing it was not enough for either of them.
"Bastard,” she accused him. "Heartless, heartless bastard.”

She gathered her skirts and fled, her dippered feet making nary a sound on the tower stairs. He watched
her disappear and heard the door to his solar dam shut with the weight of her anger.

A merefortnight past, he would have agreed with her, but the words were no longer true. He had a
heart. He could tell by the damned stupid bresking of it.
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Chapter 17

Dawn had not yet broken the darkness of the night when Ceridwen heard Dain come down from the
upper chamber. She had dept fitfully at best, and had known she dept only from the innumerable times
sheld awakened. Each time sheld found Numa, her onetrue friend, loyally by her side.

She hated Wydehaw's mage. He was cruel beyond measure, rivaling the Boar, mayhaps surpassing him.
Caradoc only wanted her blood to make hiswicked sacrifice and call up hisfiendish dragons. With luck,
the Boar could be eluded; and if she proved to have no luck, the beast could be faced and fought. But
love, shedidn't know how to fight love.

Dain had kissed her and taken her heart and filled it with more hurt than she could bear. Her pillow was
damp with the tears sheld shed. Twas the pain of |ove squeezing the breath from her lungsin heavy sobs.
She didn't want to love him, yet she could find no escape. Sheld searched her mind the night long, trying
to find respite from the crushing emptiness held inflicted on her soul, and she'd found none. She loved the
bastard Lavrans and had been forsaken.

Glass crashed somewhere in the room on the other side of the bed curtains. Dain swore, knocked into
something, and swore again. She wiped her eyeswith the back of her hand, holding hersdlf till, listening.
Another crash followed the first, then came the scent of incense.

"Numa" hehollered. "Elixir! Komi"

Bely to bedsheets, the abino dunk onto the floor and benesth the curtains without giving Ceridwen so
much as a backward glance.

A torrent of Danish followed the hound's appearance in the chamber, a diatribe punctuated by heavy,
erdaicaly paced footfdls. Dain was crossing the room, hisvoice too loud for the space enclosed within
the curved walls. The dogs began to whimper and whine, sounding so forlorn, their misery sent ashiver
up her spine.

Fighting acowardly impulse to hide, Ceridwen tossed the fur coverlets aside. No good could come from
this madness. She would not alow him to hurt Numain her stead. A loud banging thud brought her to a
quick stop, the sheets gripped in her fist, the sablein a pile by her hip. She cocked her head and held her
bresth.

Could only have been hisfist damming into the Druid Door, she thought. Nothing elsein the tower with
the solidness of oak had the resonance of iron behind it.

"Ng " heroared, hitting the door again and making her flinch. "Kvinde, ng!"

The command reverberated throughout the solar in astrange manner she could not comprehend, asif he
spoke from two places at once, and within its dying echoes she heard a new sound—meta diding and
clacking againgt metal. There was an ominous timbre to the noise, reminding her of the scrape and glide
of swordplay or of knives being sharpened. Her hands tightened on the sheets, and she found hersdlf



praying hewould not comefor her.

Dain locked the Druid Door down to the seventh level, shoving home bolts and half chanting, half cursing
alitany of luminaries. He caled each series of mechanisms by its planetary name, added its earthly
counterpart and its dement, and a curse torn from his frustration. From within the words he threw his
voiceto the dogs, bringing them to hedl with adirewarning of what would cometo passif they faled in
their task.

There was magic here, he swore to himself. He had not come thisfar only to be denied, not when the
sacrifices had become so grest. If he could not have Ceridwen, he would have the secrets of the Hart
Tower. He would forge the marriage of Sol and Lunaand conceive the hermaphroditic corpse from
which resurrection became possible, the one spirit with mastery over the Philosopher's Stone. Pure gold
could impregnate pure siver, the red stone into the white. The mix of the two, the hermaphrodite, had to
die, the corpsein atomb, and arise again with the blessing of the celestid influence,

"Sweet Jesus," he swore between histeeth. The way of it was written so evenin the Bible:

Sensdless man, that which thou sowest is not quickened unlessit diefirst. And that which thou sowest,
thou sowest not the body that shal be: but bare grain, as of wheat, or of some of the rest. But God giveth
it abody ashe will: and to every seed a proper body.

(I Cor. 15:36-8)

"God giveth it abody as hewill." Thereisonly one God, shed said. He locked down Mercury with a
hard twist of his hand and stepped back. Only one God to beseech, yet tonight he would beseech a
pantheon of godsfor the Quicken-tree, the very same who alowed him access to Nemeton's tower of
cosmic mysteriesto search for the transforming One. More swiving irony. Hewould die from it and be
damned, if he could not understand it.

"Rdigion," he whispered asif the word were yet another curse. He reached out and touched the tips of
hisfingersto the Druid Door. Hed fought for hisfaith and been consgned to the depths of hell for his
fervor. Hed murdered and dain in the name of his God, and his God had forsaken him.

And now this. He curled hisfingersinto his palm and turned his face toward the eastern window. Twas
more than the maid eating away a him. The sun of Beltaine Eve had not yet risen into the sky and aready
hefdt the pull of the grove, felt Deri calling to him. There were seven other festivals of the year, but ‘twas
Caan Gaef with the magic of death and Bdtaine with the magic of blossom that affected him mog, this
year to hisdetriment. Thewhole of it was coming upon him too strongly, the quickening of the earth and
his blood, the ripeness of the season and hisloins. The Quicken-tree would get more than they had
bargained for thisnight.

He turned away from the door, looking once more toward the eastern window. A dawn wind breached
the embrasures, itstouch faling lightly upon his cheeks. Twould not be long before the horizon ran red
with thefirst stresk of day, and there was more work to be done. Y et he took the moment, lifting hisface
into the fading darkness of the night and | etting the wind caress hislips with a sweet kiss from the coming
morn.



Ceridwen listened to the silence, and her courage grew. Assuring hersdlf that Dain would not kill her
outright, she crept to the side of the bed and opened the curtains abare dlit.

All was quiet. Dain stood in the middle of the solar with asoft wind ruffling the deeves and hem of his
tunic. His hair waswild about him, long and tangled, proof of handsthat had run through it over and over
againin distraction—or despair. One torch burned bright in acresset next to the hearth, its flamerippling
inthe breeze, itslight glancing off the heavy, bronze-studded legther belt around Dain'swaist.

The gentling wind died down, and the chaos returned. Dain began pacing the breadth of the chamber, his
strides uneven, roaming to some unseen will, until a destination seemed to present itself and he was once
more on atrue course.

"Kvinde, ng!" His hand came down hard on the door leading to the eyrie. The dogs wound themselves
around hislegsin abject subjugation, deek white flowing againgt pitch-black, the two twining bodieslit by
flickering torchlight. He issued his command again a each of the embrasures, then onefina time over the
hatch leading to the dchemy chamber. Hisvoice shifted Strangdly, from here to there, even when he
stayed in one place, making her uneasy, but the dogs responded without hesitation, following him step by
sep, fawning and cgoling, dl but licking hisbootsin their eagernessto please.

With asinking heart, she redlized he had spoken true. She should not have put her trust wherein the end
it must be betrayed; the bitch was his. Totaly. There was but one magter in the Hart Tower.

From the hatch, he moved to the rows of shelves holding hissmples and chose asmdl earthenware
vessal. When he turned to the table, she got her first clear look at hisface and drew back with an
emotion she could not name, though the force of it raced through her. The chaos of his movements had
invaded every aspect of hisbeing. His eyeswere fiercely intense, his breath coming short, the very bones
of hisface etched more strongly beneath his skin. With one broad sweep of his hand, he cleared the table
of its contents, sending ampoules, pots, and cruets crashing onto the floor, their once fine forms reduced
to thousands of shards and potsherds. Naught was | eft but the smdll brazier releasing fragrant
fume-terres, the smoke of the earth.

Releasing aragged moan, he dropped into his greet chair, covering hisface with one hand while he
clutched the small pot within the other. For long moments, the only sound filling the air between them was
his breath.

"I know you are awake," he said a last, hisvoice dark with an edge of bitterness. "I can fed you
watching me." She blanched and drew back deeper into the bed. "Hear this, Ceridwen ab Arawn. Y ou
will not leave this chamber until dawn breaks the sky again. If you try, the houndswill restrain you, doing
whatever they must. Do not count on Numas loyaty to aid in your escape, for the bitch would as soon
tear you limb from limb than go againgt my will inthis"

There was both threat and warning in hiswords, and the revelation of what hed donewith al his
shouting and hitting of doors. He'd sedled the tower. Panic fluttered to life in her breast. She would not be
trapped like the anima he had become, awaiting the return of Caradoc and damnation. Thetimefor
leaving was upon her.

"I gave my word that | would not try to escape,” she said, fighting to control her aarm and bringing al
her guile to bear on the falsely spoken promise in hopes of making it appear genuine.



"And your word will be broken," he said with utter conviction.
"I have not yet strayed,” she reminded him. "And | have had the chance.”

Sowly, helifted his head, staring through the darkness and the distance with eyes so bright, she
trembled. He looked more beast than the Boar. ™Y our thoughts of love held you here, and | have taken
them away. Y ou will try your escape now, but | am warning you: Do not attempt to leave thistower
before another full turn of the sun. The hillswill be aflame tonight with the fires of Bel, and you will be
consumed. | promiseyou this."

Her face went from the pal eness of fear to the red flush of anger. Love? How dare he speak to her of
love.

"Y ou have overvalued yoursdlf." She would not be made afool of twice, no matter how badly he
frightened her.

"No,kegreste,” he said, his gaze unwavering. " Tisthat | undervalued you. | thought | could not be
touched. Y ou have proven mewrong."

If the words had been spoken in any tone other than that of desolation, she might have taken hope, but
he had |eft her none. He sat done at histable, hisform unyieding, hisbearing grim, leaving no room for
another at hisside.

In silence, he broke the sedl on the clay pot, then dipped in the middiemost finger of hisleft hand and
pulled it back out. Twas covered with ablack unguent. Starting on the left sde of hisface, he put his
finger benegth hiseye and drew athick line Straight out across histempleto hishairline. With hisright
middle finger, he did the same to the other eye. The dark potion glittered in the light of fireand candlelike
agreak of the night sky across histawny skin.

Thiswas not the banding of the Quicken-tree, Ceridwen thought. It was something €lse, something much
lessfair, something baeful.

"What are you doing?' She pulled the curtains aside and dipped to the floor in her bare feet, curiosity
overcoming caution. "What isthis unguent you use?'

Hedid not answer, only dipped in hisfinger again and drew a second line from hisright ear acrosshis
cheekbone and up and over the bridge of hisnose.

She approached him carefully, not knowing how close she dared to get.

"Your courageisill-placed inthis," hetold her, and she wondered if sheld ever managed to hide anything
from him, or if held been reading her mind from the first night.

"So what say you?' She kept her voice soft. "Am | in danger?' She was duly afraid, but strangely and
suddenly, far more for him than hersdf. For hersdf, she waswary, and curious, so curious.

"Not if you stay in the tower with the houndsto guard you." Hefinished theline by drawing it across his
left cheekboneto hisleft ear.

"Will you be staying dso?'



"No. | go to Rhuddlan's camp.” A new line was started below the last, the three of them thick and rich.

She stopped at the tabl€'s edge, well away from the broken glass and him. "And what will become of
youin Deri?'

A short, harsh laugh answered her question. " The becoming has aready begun,chérie," he said, trailing
the third line across the width of hisface with unerring accuracy.

"And isthiswhat you become? This striped, wild thing?' She made asmall gesture of hel plessness, not
undergtlanding what she saw in hisface. Something stranger than the alchemica magic they practiced in
the lower chamber was happening to him. The shadows, the low uneven light, and the pattern he was
painting on hisface were conspiring to disguise him. Verily, he seemed to be disappearing before her

eyes.

"Wild?" With the reverence of ritud, he touched each of hisfingersto the pot in turn, smearing their tips
with unguent. "Aye, 'tis something wild | become, wild and fearsome.”

Helooked down at his hands and dowly turned his pamstoward the ceiling. Theair stirred, setting the
candle flame aflicker and causing the incense smoke to curl around and down upon itsdlf, then riseup
againinawinding trail. Helifted hisarms, hisfingers curved like unsheathed talons, his palms cupped, as
if hewere pulling something up from theair in front of him.

Ceridwen held hersdlf close, her own hands clasped at her breadts, resisting the need to reach out to him
and stop him. In her ignorance, she did nothing, and when his gaze flashed to hers—brightly crazed with
an unholy light—-she knew 'twas too late. He had gone beyond her.

"Y ou see before you the Demon.” Thewordsrolled off histongue encased in smoke, terrifying her with
their proclamation: Evil was here. Smoke flowed from between histeeth and out of his nodtrils, circling up
in fumed whorlsto shield hisface and curl through tendrils of hishair. He closed his eyes on a breath of
uncanny length and power, adeep inhdation of the fragrant grayish-blue haze thét filled his chest and
pulled a gtillness down around them both.

She dared not touch him now. Indeed, she took a step back. He had shown her nothing like this before.
Twaswondrous, mongtrous, dizzily frightening stuff. The heaviest of magic, she was sure, good for the
most deadly spdll-casting and conjuring.

"What need has Rhuddlan of ademon?' she asked, compelled to the rash question by her own needs.
Mayhaps, when the time came, if she had the courage, she could transform herself into one. Heresy iniits
most despicable form, but what choice did she have? Nothing less than what she saw before her would
dissuade the Boar from hiswedding bed or frighten him from his damnable course, but that it would do
s0 she had no doubt. Here was aferal being unheedful of the laws of man or God, a demon true, bound
only by hisown evil intent.

Jesu. Wasthishow dl sinners came into being, forced by circumstance into dealings with adark
manifestation? Falling from grace while clinging to that most divine state?

The barest amile curved the Demon Dain's mouth. Wisps of vapor curled at the corners of hislipsand
veiled the red-rimmed eyes staring at her from deep in their sockets. "Y ou are fearless, Ceri."

She could have cdlled him liar, despite his gift of Sght, for her heart wasracing. Y et her only concession
to fear was another judicious step back.



"Retreat?' he asked with amocking lift of one brow.
"Caution only," shereplied, though her voice was breathlesswith fright.

"Then liten, little cautious one.” He amiled, and hislashes|owered over hisfiery gaze. "Rhuddlian calsup
the Sacred Demon of the unknown for his own use, the Demon of despair, for Rhuddlan isasfearlessas
you." He spoke thewords asliturgy, lifting his hands and laying the tips of hisfingers upon his cheeks,
"Rhuddlan of the Quicken-tree welcomes the true Demon of suffering and sorrow, the one who stealsthe
first sweet breaths of children, the one who cripples and maims youth and the old with no regard to
justice, the one who stedls souls.” With the solemnity of apriest, he dragged hisfingers across hisface,
making four lines on either Sdeto add to the three.

"Rhuddlan beseeches the bane of mankind and al beings, the hand of God in destruction. The Demon
entersthe forest a dawn, the bringer of al divine disasters: the earth cracking open, rivers swelling over
their banks and washing the land clean, fires spewing forth from the mountain-tops, giant winds swirling
down from the sky. The Demon beckons, and the four € ements do the Demon's bidding. Earth. Water.
Fire. Air.l amthe Demon," he said, and hisvoice echoed upon itsdf in edritch tones both eerie and
profane.

Aye, she thought, taking in every word and committing it to memory. Here was power to be used, dark
power to befeared by all.

" And when the destruction has been wrought, Rhuddian and al of Quicken-tree will take the Demon and
transform him into the Underworld god they need, the god he was before Rome turned him into the
Devil." Hisvoice wove acontinuing pdl of enchantment with its undulating charm, reveding the mystery
of what he had become. " Ceraunnos, the Horned One, Lord of the Animals, will come to them on
Bdtaine as he hasfor time beyond memory, and there amidst the fires, he will meet Bdli, father of the
gods and god of the Sun, and Don, Mother Goddess of the Earth and the gods, and of dl heroes."

Ceridwen knew the god Ceraunnos, aswell as she knew Beli and Don. Sheld come across them many
timesin the manuscripts kept in the library at Usk. Their names ran through the old stories told by her
mother. They were worshiped by the Druids, and they consorted with the Light-elves from acrossthe
water. Aye, she knew Ceraunnos, for he was spoken of in the red book and she'd seen him once,
somewhere, etched into stone with histore in one hand and a horned serpent in the other, with other
serpents by hisside, adeity of fertility crowned with a stag's antlers—or so the pagan manuscripts said.

Now she faced the mix of god and demon in itsflesh, and she understood the being no better than she
had before. God was God. Devil was Devil. Onewas to be loved, the other abhorred. The lineswere
clear, thetwo could not mest, and certainly not within the form of one mere mortd.

"No man can be both god and demon,” shetold him.

Dain's eyes dowly opened, and a subtly demonic smilelifted acorner of hismouth. " Au contraire,chérie
. No man can help but be both. Until the ceremony, and even &fter, you will not be safe in Wroneu. Any
man who catches you in the forest on May Eve will take what | have not.”

He pushed himsdlf out of hischair, rising with a horrible swiftness, and she stumbled back in unabashed
retreat. His eyebrow arched, but he took no more heed, passing by her without comment on hisway to
the hearth.



With dl his sorcerer's grace, he siwung his cloak around his shoulders and lifted the cowl over his head.
She saw nothing more of hisface. If not truly demon and god, he had become what held been the first
time sheld seen him: ashadow lost in darkness.

"Remember what | have said, and beware the dogs,”" he warned, striding toward the floor hatch. "They
will not let you passwhere | have told them you may not go-"

Ceridwen watched him descend the achemy chamber stairs, pulling the hatch closed behind him. Within
moments the bolt did home on the underside of the planks, and she knew her fate had been sealed as
surely asthe tower.

Y et there was the faintest glimmer of hope, for he had left the black unguent. Twould not be apale,
trembling virgin Caradoc found when next he breached the walls of Wydehaw.

Shay saw Lavransfirgt, far below him on the forest floor. The mage moved with the silent speed of the
tylwythteg, hisfootsteps leaving no more trace nor making any more sound than the dawn wind soughing
through the trees and billowing his cloak behind him like dark wingson abird of prey.

The Quicken-tree youth marked Dain's direction, then signded LIynya where she sat on abough below
him, doing her best to entice a sunbeam into warming the small purple-and-white violet in the pam of her
hand. She was very near success. Shay could seethetiny ray of light moving aong the field maple bough,
both advancing and retreating, but growing ever closer to Llynyas outstretched fingers. The flower il
had the freshness of morning dew on it. Night nectar, the Quicken-tree were apt to call the moisture, for
‘twas the cooling of the night that lured the water out of the air, and morning light that made it disappear.

Hewould have let her continue, for there was nothing quite like sunbeam-warmed violets to break one's
fast, but Lavrans was dipping deeper into the shadows of Wroneu. Shay tried to Sgna her again with a
gesture, and when that failed to attract her atention, he cupped his hand around his mouth and gave the
cearchir-r-upcdl of alark.

Her immediate reaction was not to look up at him, but to peek down over the side of her bough and,
like himsdlf, mark Dain's direction. The flower went in her mouth to be esten cold.

"Mdashm," she sad, lgpsing into an Elfin tongue. " Donn Thanieu esalofar Deri "
"| agree. HE's going to take the Olden Track to the grove.”
"He's never doneit before.” Shethrew Shay aquizzicd glance.

Shay shrugged. "Rhuddlan said he might. The way through the mountainswill take him over the high pass
of Wyche EIm. Thethinner air will help clear hismind."

"Of what?' LIynyaslook grew even more confused.
"Themaid, orite. Themaid."

"Ah," she said with dawning understanding, then her brow furrowed. "Maybe we should head him off. |
don't think Rhuddlan wants hismind clear of the maid.”



"No," Shay said. "Well follow him, nothing more. Deri calshim, but it'sup to Lavransto find hisown
way."

"Asitisfor usto find our own way back through thepryf'smaze?*
Hegrinned. " 'Tis Betaine, sprite. Mayhaps I'll find my way with you instead.”

Her startled expression didn't bode well for the possibility. Neither did the speed with which shelofted
hersdf off the bough to the ground. ™Y ou would have to catch mefirst!" Her words came back to him
from where sheé'd disappeared in the trees, fast on Lavransstrail.

From his place higher in the maple, Shay jumped with hisarms spread wide, letting his cloak fill with air
and dow his descent. One day soon LIynyawould grow up.

Dain knelt by theriver and did his hand down into the cool running water. Dawn wasrising, sending her
golden tendrils of light skimming over the horizon and the land to shatter on the surface of the Llynfi. Just
beyond hisfingers, trout lay in wait for the morning hatching of insects, their tails swaying languidly
between the eddies and the rocks.

Llynyawas behind him, smdling of violets. Shay was off to hisleft, crouched in alow-lying limb of
beech, both of them watching and waiting. To any other, they would have been invisible. On any other
day, he would not have been aware of them himself.

On thisday, though, nothing escaped his awareness. The earth was aliving force reaching up through the
soles of hisfeet and twining through the fibers of hisbody, making pathways for the riversthat were the
waters of hisbody. He spread hisfingers, letting theicy cold seep into the tender curves of his hand.
After the cold came theliquid element, lapping at his skin and passing through him. Hewastheriver.

The sun broke free of the earth and flooded his senses with light; after the light came the warmth, carried
on agentle breath of air to caress and enfold him. A single sphere burned bright and deep in his chest,
shining with aclarity beyond fire, with aluminosity he could scarce conceive. Rhuddlan had caled a
demon of earth and fire, but would receive abeing of water and light.

"Twas Ceri who had done thisto him. She had offered herself in love and had not |eft enough darknessin
his soul to conjure up agood demon. She was thePetra Genitrix, the Stone Mother, unshakable,
unconquerable, shewho yields only to time. What need had Rhuddlan of ademon? she'd asked. The
need of al menfor demons, he should havetold her, to illuminate the path to God. It wasthe simplest
possibletruth.

Instead, he had sucked the centaury smoke into his mouth and let it escape with his spoken words, using
hisvoiceto lure her into fear. Or so he had tried. Brave Ceri had done naught but retreat a single step.
What strange matrix comprised her heart and soul, he wondered, that she had no fear? Must be the
purest he'd ever beheld.

Caradoc was no match for her.
He brought his hand to his mouth and drank the water cupped in his palm. The day would be long with

no food, the hours filled with the Singing of many sacred chants. He drank again, replenishing the water he
would soon lose as swest in the cavern to the west of the gorge. The Quicken-tree would have aready



begun building a pyre next to the warm pooal that bubbled up from the floor in the cavern, using for fue
the treesthat had died in the past year: yew, oak, beech, hazdl, em, al but the dead rowans, for those
would be burned in the Bdl-tinne. Stones would be heated in acircle close to the flames and water from
the pool poured on the stones. "'Twould be night before he emerged from the dark, steaming womb,
purified as Ceraunnos.

The scent of sweet william wafted to him on the breeze. He turned his head and rose, drying his hand on
the edge of hiscloak. Twastimeto lead the sprite and Shay into Deri. TheWycheElmPass started off to
hisright, little used and overgrown, with ascree dope on its south-ernmost flank. He himsdlf had
discovered the track only late the previous autumn and had not used it Since. The seclusion and beauty of
the water trail had aways beckoned to him more, but the river-hollowed cave behind the waterfall did
not apped to him thismorn. He would rather walk the mountains and fill himsdlf with the smell of gorse
and heather, with violets and sweet william and sunlight, and avoid dl dark placesthat smelled too much
of rich earth, until hewas caled by the Quicken-tree.

"Nuuuuma," Ceridwen crooned, leaning forward from where she sat on the floor. "L ook, Numa. Look
what Ceri hasfor you." She dangled the monkshood-laced mest in front of the abino's nose. Twasa
risk, to be sure, but al her other attempts to circumvent the dogs had come to naught. The mest trick
was proving no better. NumaWasignoring her. Elixir had growled when sheld offered it to him, alow,
deadly sound that had near scared the heart half out of her.

Damn dog. The black hound was Satan himslf, aoof, needing no one. Not even Dain touched him, not
S0 much as ascratch behind the ear.

But the bitch liked agood scratch.

"Numa." She smiled, reaching toward the dog's head. Numas ip curled, and agrow! issued from deep
in her throat. The sound was not friendly, but neither did it have the menace of Elixir'swarning.

Regardless, Ceridwen relented, bringing her hand down to her Sde. There was no sensein pushing the
abinoto violence. Dain had told her the dog would tear her limb from limb, and though she doubted that
Numawould go so far, abite was not out of the question. Her memory of Numasteeth sinking into old
Erlend's throat was quite clear.

She sighed and tossed the mesat back into the bowl of physick. The day was nearly done, the sun setting
far to thewest, theforest snking into night. She had seen no fires yet, but she knew they would belit.
‘TwasMay Eve.

Elixir padded by her and stopped at the bowl to give it asniff. The draught was of her own making.
Sheld been careful with the monkshood, wanting the dogs only adeep, not dead, though neither was
likely unlessthey ate her concoction. The hunting hound finished hisinspection, and his black eyesflicked
up and impaled her with what she was sure was acurse.

"Fie" she scolded him. Shewas dready damned. The hound could not hurt her. "Fie," she repeated for
good measure, then immediately wished she had not, because he grew so ingantly ill, ‘twas asif he had
suddenly, upon her utterance, been turned into stone. Nary ahair nor lash moved on him, nary awhisker
twitched. His eyes, no longer malevolent, had hardened into glassy, sghtlessice. He was frozen, with
only hisears cocked in amanner to imply life.



Had she conjured aspell with her "fie," she wondered, accidentally using aword with powersfar and
beyond those of theindpid "'sezhamey"?

No, she had felt nothing. She would know if magic wasworking within her, and if "fie" wasacharmed
word, people would be frozen like statues over haf the demesne.

But if not magic, what?

She looked to Numa. The bitch was quiet too, but without Elixir's unnatural control. Therewasa
trembling in the white hound's haunches and hocks. Ceridwen did her gaze back to Elixir. Would
whatever held them hold them long enough for her to grab her pack and break through the locked hatch?
Not even breath appeared to move through the black levrier. They were waiting, the both of them, but
waiting for what?

Then she heard it, afar distant singing coming from beneath thefloor. A single phrasefloated in the air,
Slvery and clear, rising and faling with the melody of wind over water. The voice grew closer and the
notes quickened, swirling around each other with an added phrase. No man sang the fantasia, but a
woman, making her way up the tunnel leading to the achemy chamber. Twas enchantment pure and
ample trandfixing the dogs, enchantment rich with memories and emotion. Rhiannon had made smilar

magic with music, long ago upon the cliffs overlooking the Irish Sea. Her daughter remembered it well.
The sweet sound of harp strings came to her often in her deep, suffusing her deepest dreams.

"O Rhayne anna bdlammenaseri
Conladrian, Conladrian ges
Be strong! Be strong! Cometo me!

Rhayne, Conladrian, come to Quicken-treg!"

The voice broke into arhymed song, echoing off the tunnel walls, and the dogs began to whine.
Ceridwen gave them a shrewd glance. Rhayne? Conladrian? Dain was not their magter after dl, but
another, awoman of the Quicken-tree. She wondered if he knew.

"Abban euil & ritharmian
Nov gdliot As besteri
Be strong! Be strong! Cometo me!

Rhayne, Conladrian, come to Quicken-treg!"

Three more verses, each dightly different from the one before, but dl having the samelast two lines,



brought the woman directly below her. The song trilled off into silence on the other side of the oak
planks. Ceridwen scooted away from the hatch and waited. Quickly enough, she heard the bolt dide
free

Only amoment's hesitation stayed her hand before she hel ped raise the hatch door, her trust being in the
dogsto know the difference between friend and foe. To Dain's command, she gave not athought. He
had trapped her insde the tower, and she was being set free.

A small hand showed firgt on the floor, then adark head peeked up. Twigs and leaves were stuck this
way and that in the woman's ebony braids—or rather, d most-woman.

"Llynyal" Ceridwen cried, reaching for the sprite. The dogs danced around them, no longer whimpering,
but yapping. Even Elixir—Conladrian?—had shed his doofness to jump and prance with Numa.

The sprite's presence brought cheer and hope into the gloom of the Hart. Ceridwen hugged the
Quicken-tree girl close, wrapping her arms around the sprite's strong, dender shoulders. Within her
embrace, LIynyafelt as promising as asgpling, both imps by another name, both burgting with the
freshness of life.

"Swest child, you have cometo save me."

"Oh, aye." LIynyagrinned and kissed her on one cheek, then the other. "Come to save you true. Well
be off and away into the woods quickety-split, for the day is running short. Hurry now. Let's gather your

things"

Ceridwen wasted no time. She had prepared a pack with the Quicken-tree cloth and tied it closed with
the ribands from her plaits, filling it with only the barest necessities: the unguent, agourd of aqua ardens, a
pouch of rihedin, the red book with Mychae's | etters, the runic mirror, and Brochan's Great Charm.
Sheld kept Madron's pouch for her éf shot and wore it as an amulet.

"Can you show methe way to Strata Florida, once we are free of Wydehaw?' she asked Llynya,
angling the pack across her back. The blanket roll was held in place by arope of riband crossing her
chest from her left shoulder to her right hip. They would be traveling in Wroneu at night, on May Eve,
and she would not lose her precious suppliesto ether stray branches or quick fingers.

The sprite looked up from where she played with the dogs. "Y ou would go to the hooded men in the
mountains?' The hounds licked her face and nipped at her fingers, growling in tonesfar sweeter than
Ceridwen could have imagined coming from either of them.

"To my brother." She sheathed the Damascene in the belt at her waist.

"Brother?' Llynyas eyeswidened. Elixir barked, and she shushed him with astrange command, cdling
him by his Quicken-tree name. "' Behamey, Conladrian.Behamey "

"My twin, Mychael," Ceridwen said. The dogs played about the sprite more like pups than the menace
Dain had st to guard her. They tumbled and rolled, crushing strewing herbs and releasing the orange
scent of hyssop into the air.

"Ah." The girl'svoice softened. " So thereis abrace of you. He must be very beautiful, your brother."

"| last saw him as a child of five and mostly remember his troublesome goodness. He was away's good,



which made me appear dways troublesome.” Ceridwen smiled at the memory, then set about adjusting
the pack to ahigher position on her back, working the cinch sheld contrived on the riband. "From his
letters, he seemsto have gotten only more thoughtful and in no ways less troublesomely good. He will
probably be sainted.”

"And this makes you sad?’

Her gaze lifted at LIynya's question. She hadn't meant to reved her fedings about Mychael—in truth, she
was surprised the girl had discerned them—for mixed in with her sadness was a shame she would rather
keep hidden.

But the truth would out with the green-eyed maid. " Tis not his goodness that makes me sad,” she
confessed, "but that | must useit to save mysdlf. | am in desperate need of asaint.”

"Dain would not suffice?' the sprite asked with naught but the utmaost innocence.

"Dain?' Ceridwen's eyebrows arched, and her hands stilled. Did LIynyanot know that even now Dain
Lavrans stalked her woods as the Demon? He was no saint in any way, shape, form, thought, or deed.

"Aye. Do you not find his goodness also troublesome?* The girl brushed aside atwig that had dipped
partway free from her hair to dangle over her eyes. The success of the action was short-lived, with the
tiny stick faling back into her face.

"Goodness? What goodness?' Ceridwen exclaimed.

"Why, the goodness that keeps him chaste."

Ceridwen colored. Had she no secrets |eft anywhere in the whole of Wales?

Llynyaworked the twig free and stuck it back in her hair higher up.

"Why not drop it into the rushes and be done with it?" Ceridwen asked, grateful to change the subject.
" "Tisrowan from the Deri grove. Wearing it hel ps the other trees recognize me."

Of course. Fanciful child.

Surethat LIynyawould have another fanciful answer, Ceridwen didn't bother to ask what blessingsthe
rest of the twigsin her hair granted, or the leaves, arbored badges that none of the other Quicken-tree
seemed to require. Instead, she hurried to provision hersalf with acloth sack of bread and cheese.

"What do you think, Ceri?' the sprite asked, rising to her feet. " Are the dogs prepared to leave with
me?'

Prepared?"| don't think they like being trapped here any morethan 1." She gave her honest opinion,
while wondering what possible preparations a couple of dogs would need to make.

"So you think they'reready?' Llynyatill sounded in need of reassurance. She was petting the dogs and
scratching their ears and ingratiating herself with cooing noises. How could the hounds not want to leave
with her?



"Arethey not yours?' Ceridwen asked, becoming alittle perplexed.

"Rhayne? Mine? Oh, no." LIynyalaughed. "And Conladrian? They say he belongsto no one, but
answersto Rhuddlan out of respect. 'Tis Rhuddlan who cdlsthem home now. | am merely the

messenger.

"Then | say they adore the messenger and would follow you to the ends of the earth,” Ceridwen said,
ettling the matter. The quicker they left Wydehaw, the better.

" "Tisnot so far that they must go." LIynyagrinned. "Only into the woods, then north in the morning.
Comethen, let us be off and seeif what you say istrue.”

North. Mychael and Strata Floridalay to the north.

"O Rhayne, Conladrian ges," the sprite began to sing, swinging into an easy march down the stairs. Sure
enough, the dogsfollowed behind. " Annabellammenaseri-i-i-i..."

Ceridwen looked once around the Hart, checking to see that she had forgotten nothing, and giving one
last glance to where Dain had sat at the table and turned himsalf from sorcerer to demon. Even asthe
demon-beadt, a part of her had wanted him. His pull on her was beyond venia sin, tempting her into
damnation with lures so sweet she knew even now she would abandon her faith for one morekiss.

"Chrigt save me," she murmured. For the sake of her soul, her escape was coming not a moment too

A0

Chapter 18

In the heart of Wroneu, a haf league north of Deri on the southern flank of WycheElmPass, a
fern-covered opening on the side of ahill led into the cavern of the Quicken-tree. Degp indde the dark,
airy space, where limestone walls gave way to feldspar and quartz, was agrotto, and ‘twas from there
that Dain felt darkness complete its hold on the land above. The quietness of birds roosting and animals
bedding down for the night permeated the rock and spoke to him of the rising moon; the subtle scent of a
cooling forest clarified the air. It had been such with him al through the day, with hour after hour of
messages from the natura world stedling upon him with the softest of treads. The earth was heavy with
spring, and naught could hold back al she had to say and give.

He sat with the men of Quicken-treein acircle around adying pyre, chanting in an ancient tongue,
entranced as much by exhaustion and hunger as by the low steadiness of voicesfilling the air around him.
Trig and Wei, two of the Liosdfar, were on ether sde of him. All the men were drinking from a shared
bowl, passing it from oneto the other. If ‘twas consecrated wine or magic dixir, Dain had never been
ableto tell. The scent of grape wasinit, but so were many other things he could not identify. An unusual
dudge of leaves and whatnot had settled into the bottom of the mazer, and the faraway looksin the men's
eyes proved the libation to be more potent than in years past. For himsalf, he abstained. He knew too
well the detination arrived at by ingesting sacred potions. Jala had introduced him to anumber of such
samples, though without the accompanying spiritua rites, and few were as benign as Catholic wafers and



wine

There were plants and herbs that could give aman visions of the future and help him recdll the past, even
thefar distant past. There were concoctions that could take aman to an unimagined heaven and
concoctionsthat could take him to hismost horribly imagined hell. Ofttimes they were one and the same,
with alittle bit of the ecstasy of heaven granted for an eternity in hell.

The wooden bowl came around again, smelling of bitter fruit and oddments, and Dain passed it to Trig.
The Liosdfar bowman was older than the other men in the grotto, younger only than Rhuddlan. Hisface
was hard set among the fair people, hisbody marked with woad tattoos and the scars of battle. He lifted
the mazer to his mouth and drank, and for an ingtant Dain saw the bowman's eyes mist over and turn a
milky green. Though naught else visibly happened to Trig, Dain classified the occurrence asawarning.
None of Jald's potions had ever had the power to change the color of aman's eyes.

His gazefdl to his own hands as the ancient words of the Quicken-tree chant filled him, their rhythm
pulsing beneath his skin like a heartbest. Twas along night he faced, balanced between one world and
the other.

The chant changed with the leaving of daylight, and with the change came anew awareness. In the grove
south of the cavern, the women of the tribe were performing their own ceremony. Their voi ces reached
Dain through the avenues of the earth, the melody of their song much fairer than the darkly ponderous
one echoing through the grotto; asong so fair, 'twas sure to bring them the blessings of the deitiesthey
invoked. The men, for certain, would come to them in the grove, and in the coming together, the nightfire
of Bd-tinnewould belit and the rites of spring begun.

, Long before night, while the sun had till been high in the sky, Rhuddlan had cdled Dain forth asthe
Demon, and he had done his part, feeding the flames withrihedinand roiling up the brightly hued smoke
into aswirling tower that had reached farther than it ever had before, past the light of the pyre and into
the darkest, highest recesses of the cavern. The Liosdfar had poured water from the grotto's warm pool
onto the stones of thefirering, and the resulting steam had saturated dl of them to their skin. Stripped
naked, they had then taken up the chant.

Only after the water from their bodies had cleansed them and the songs had been sung into the air, had
Dain been prepared by awhite-haired woman for his descent to the river running deep in the earth. Old
hands curled with age, but soft with their touch, had marked him with woad, beginning with circlesin the
centers of his pams and drawing serpentine swirls up the underside of hisarmsto his chest, where the
lines curved over each other thrice before separating for the long course down hislegsto the soles of his
feet. The same trembling fingers had painted hisface, banding him like the Quicken-tree with one broad
blue stripe across his eyes. A loincloth of the softest deer hide had been hung about hiswai <.

The cron€'slast act had been to have him knedl at her feet for the braiding of his hair. Five widths of
chestnut strands from above hisleft ear sheld used to weave the plait, finishing it with tightly bound thread
of Quicken-tree cloth.

Now, while he and the others chanted, she did much the same to Rhuddlan, painting him as Belenos, the
Sun-God, down the front of his body, but she did not stop there. From the soles of hisfeet, her aged
fingers did up the backs of hislegs and across his buttocks. Singing softly, she continued up and over his
hipbones and circled his groin with bold blue strokes. She drew an arrow coming out of the circleup to
his left rib cage and painted the Sgn of the sun above his genitd's, marking him asthe mate of the
Goddess. No leather touched Rhuddlan's body. A cloth of leaves, oak, and the mountain ash, rowan,
was brought forth to garb him.



"Mdashm," Dain heard her murmur as she knotted the leafstalks around the blond man'swaist. She
spoke afew more wordsin the ancient language, the melody of them clear to him above the monotone of
the chant, and Rhuddlan amiled.

With the surety of hisingtincts, Dain knew the woman had once been the Goddess for the Quicken-tree
leader. Given her age, mayhaps she had been Rhuddlan'sfirg.

Off to hisright, Dain sensed a parting of the dark and another person entering the grotto. Elen, ayoung
woman of Moirasfamily, walked into the circle of men, bearing agolden chdice encrusted with jewels.
Chrysolite and jacinth, amber and sgpphire gems sparkled a ong the rim, and below them, arow of
amethyst. Dragons were chased into the metal, some with emerald eyes, otherswith ruby. Topaz and
diamond firerolled out of their sharp-toothed mouths. Their bellies were softly lustrous with peerls.

The woman came directly toward him, and Dain roseto hisfeet. Elen smiled shyly, and asshegave him
the cup, their fingers touched. Dain returned her smile, for she waslovely, far lovelier than he
remembered from afortnight past. Silky brown curls escaped from her crown of braids and caressed
cheeks as soft and as prettily blushed as peaches. Her lips were aluring with the red stain of berry juice
upon them. Her body was lush beneath her shimmering gray-green dress. Here was abeing to grant a
man oblivion.

Unbidden by conscious reasoning, he let his handslinger on hers, holding them around the golden cup,
making a promise he had not made before. There were no restrictions againgt his taking a Quicken-tree
woman, and the time had come. Tonight he would mate in the forest with the others. Like the earth, his
body was heavy with spring, and he had much he wanted to give: the touch of mouth upon mouth, the
outer warmth of two bodies pressed close together, the inner warmth of hearts meeting in a place beyond
the boundaries of the skin that held them. Tonight he would share these things with the Quicken-tree
woman; he would learn of her secrets and give her secrets of his own—for she was here, apart of the
grove, and Ceri would aways be beyond hisreach.

Always.

Elen stepped away from him and melted into the shadows of the grotto, taking her shy smile and her
secretswith her. Helifted his hand to stop her from leaving, then let it fal back to his Side with a soft
curse. Hedid not normdly indulgein futile, sentimenta acts. The ceremony was a set piece; hewould not
see Elen again until they met in the grove—if they met in the grove. Hed left Ceri locked in the tower
while the tasteofher kiss had till been on histongue. Centaury smoke had not banished it, neither had the
river water.

"Lavrans." Rhuddlan's coal, clear voice broke into histhoughts. He turned to where the man stood on
the other sde of theflames. " Tistime, my friend."

My friend.l would spare you, my friend, Ceri had said.

Rhuddlan gestured toward the tunnel |eading to the subterranean riverbank, but Dain did not move. He
could not have her, yet he dared to want her. The question was, did he dare enough to return to the
tower and take her?

She had talked of love.

"Come, Dain," Rhuddlan caled to him. "Y ou will find your answersin time. Come. Bring thewine and



do what must be done."

To do what must be done. Had that not been his creed? And tonight, with or without Ceri, he must be
Ceraunnos for the Quicken-tree. More than the debt he owed, or the promise of future gain, he was
compelled by theritud itself. On Beltaine, he wasthe Lord of the Animals, and thisyear the wild
creatures of the earth were calling to him more strongly than ever before. They gtirred, and he felt it; they
breathed, and air flowed into hislungs. They spoke, and 'twas the sound of her name he heard.

"Ceridwen,” he whispered. She was everywhere ingde him.,

Within his hands, the cup warmed, drawing his gaze downward. No leaves marred the purity of the
chdicewine. Twastranducent, alowing the gold to reflect through the crimson liquid. Beautiful, deadly
Suff.

The men began rising about him, and to do what must be done, he moved forward. The stone floor was
smooth beneath hisfeet. The scent coming from the river was fresh and beckoning, until he reached the
tunnel entrance. He hesitated there, stilled by a sudden shift inthe air and by asilent warning arising from
deep in hismind. He tried to trace the warning to a source, and came up with naught but vague fragments
of Madron's dream. Frustrated, he looked back at Rhuddlan, and the moment of wariness passed as
quickly asthat, eased back into the pleasant drone of the chant by the calm verdancy of the Quicken-tree
man's eyes.

One step inside the narrow passage and the sweat cooled on his skin. Water churned againgt the rocks
below, the sound reaching him half aleague from where the river broke free from its underground bearing
and plunged into the gorge above Deri. Candles, fine, tall beeswax tapers, had been lit and placed dong
the twigting path to the river's edge. Dain followed the lighted curves and turns, avoiding the tunnel's many
offshoots that made the tract beyond the cavern a dangerous maze. "'Twas said a Quicken-tree child had
been logt in the [abyrinth once, never to be heard from again.

Water lapped at hisfeet where the candles ended. With no further ado, he poured the sacred liquid out
of the chdiceinto theriver, and the river quieted and grew placid.

"Twasthe one truly mysterious part of the ceremony. He knew many ways to make water in a container
bubble and foam, but he knew of no potion to cam the natural flow of free water—except for the
Quicken-treg's, and neither Rhuddlan nor Moirawould talk of theirgwin draig, their dragon wine.

But cadm thewater it did, to aglassy sheen of transcendent beauty that lasted no longer than a breath
before it was churned under by the returning waves, washed down the river and out to the sea. Thefirst
year, hed near missed the ingtant of stillness, so busy had he been devising hisnext trick. Thetail end of it
had caught his eye, though, and the second year held paid closer attention. He knew of scrying poals,
and was sure that was what was created with the offering, but only for someone with much quicker sght
than his. Thethird year, held tasted the dragon wine before pouring it into the river, the barest bit of it
from thetip of hisfinger to thetip of histongue, and he had not regained his senses until dawn. No one
had asked him what held done, though his insensate state could hardly have been overlooked, and he had
not said.

"Twasthelast time hed given in to his weakness and tried to find something likekifto ease his mind and
soul, to wash him in languor and give him peace without destroying him as the opium had been wont to
do.

This night, he watched, nothing more, and with the strangeness of timein adream, the length of tillness



inthe water stretched three-, five-, mayhaps sevenfold of that in previous years. He saw nothing, but the
dillnesswasfull of anticipation, then once again a sense of warning came upon him. A moment later he
knew hewas not alone.

"Twas no man with him at the river's edge, and no forest cresture. A soft keening came out of the
darkness, and with it a breeze, soft and rich and smelling of deep earth.

Pryf. He knew the truth of it beyond doulbt.

The candle flames flickered, tossing shadows against the rocks. The warm wind wrapped around him,
swirling up from hisfeet to the top of his head and then dipping away, leaving him aonein the midst of
the quiet. He felt tasted, strangely, seductively so.

Drawn by the scent, he stepped forward into cold water up to his shins, peering into the darkness and
reaching for something. Before he could go farther, astrong hand encircled hisarm.

He turned and recognized a face made macabre by theflickering candldight. "Trig."

The bowman grinned, revedling broad white teeth. "Unless ye can walk on water like the Christian God,
| don't recommend following thepryfdown theriver.”

Pryf. The creatures of the red book and the universal salts. Madron's serpents, and they'd been nearly
within hisgrasp.

"Yecdled them fine." Trig wasno longer naked, and his eyes were clear. He was dressed for travel with
aheavily quilted jerkin of slver and green on over histunic.

"What arethey?' Hed smelled them, felt them, heard them, but he had not seen them.

Trig shrugged. " Pryfispryf. Rhuddlan can tell ye more, but for now, they've dl left for Deri, as should
we"

Dain cast aglance at the river. Rhuddlan's mysteries ran deep. He turned to follow the Liosafar up the
tunnel passage and was disconcerted to see the beeswax tapers burned down to nubs, some of them
aready guittering themselves out in the earthen floor. He looked back at the river once more and saw the
waves begin again, the eddies and the flow, the churning of the waters, and he wondered how long hed
stood there, transfixed by the stillness with the scent of the unknownpryfsurrounding him and the warmth
of their bresth licking at hisskin.

Llynyahad taken Elixir and said to wait, and Ceridwen waited, nested into the curved branches of a
hazelnut tree, while Numa stood guard at its base. She'd watched the moon track its course across the
sky; she'd found the poles-tar and knew which way her path lay. North, ever north. But she dared not
move 'til Llynyareturned. Wildnessreigned in Wroneu. The pulsing beat of drumsfilled forest and glen,
while Dain'swarning echoed in her memory and filled her heart with wariness—Any man who catches
you will takewhat | have not.

Sheld seen men in theforest. She and Llynya had skirted by them, and women too. Fires burned on
every hillsde, drawing castle folk and cottars dlike into the woods. The rivers Wye and LIynfi rushed
through the night, carrying voicesraised in ancient verse, abeseeching of the earth for her bounty and a



sren's song to lure othersinto the pagan disgrace called May Eve. At Usk, they'd always spent the night
in communa prayer. Now Ceridwen knew why. Any but the purest of heart could be tempted by such
overt licentiousness, and Abbess Edith had shown no mercy to pregnant nuns and novices. To bewith
child at Usk Abbey had meant to be expelled, no matter the hardships. Not four years past, one such
faithless Sster had been left to her own devices outside the convent walls and had been ravaged by
wolves. Naught but scraps of her had remained.

Ceridwen shivered. They had heard no wolvesthis €en, nor had she the last time sheld been in these
woods. Mayhaps there were none in Wroneu.

"Cerrr-i-dwennn."
She started at the sound of her name upon the wind. Below her, Numacameto al fours.
"Hurry, Cerrr-i-dwennn. Come."

She turned toward the voice. "Twas coming from the northeast and sounded like LIynya. A torch
flickered through the trees there, a short distance away, moving in an arc, beckoning.

She eyed the drop to the forest floor and checked to make sure her pack was securely fastened. The
ground was not so far after she climbed down another branch or two, and she made an easy legp of it.

‘Twaswarmer closer to the earth and out of the wind. The moon was high and full, lighting a path
through the brambles and thicket, with the torch acting as a beacon, telling her which way to go. Yet she
hestated.

Numanudged her hand, but she paid the hound no mind. The night had been full of risk. In truth, her
whole life had been beset with risk snce Morgan's coming, but suddenly she felt asif athreshold loomed
before her, and to cross it would mean she would never again be what she was at this moment.

"Certill." The voice cdled again, and within the shortened rendition of her name, Ceridwen found the
reassurance she needed to go forward. None but LIynya and Dain ever called her Ceri. Mychael had
caled her thus, but that had been so long ago, she oft wondered if he would remember. Shefeared he
would not.

"Kom," she said to Numa, then grimaced. Sheld spent far too much time in the sorcerer's company, if
she so easlly fell into the Danish tongue. Twas good shed left, and if shefdt any regret, ‘twas only for
what never could have been.

She struck out on a course around most of the bracken, expecting to quickly reach the sprite, but such
was not to be. No matter how close she came, Llynya and the torch were always a bit farther on. She
remembered thefirst night shed met Llynyaand how the girl had disgppeared in atwinkling. The sprite
was not moving so fast this €en, but much to her irritation Ceridwen could not catch up with her.

"Little scalliwag,”" she murmured to hersdlf. Aslong as she could see the torch, no harm was done, but
she wished the child were not quite so capricious. There were dangers about, and LIynyawas not so
young asto be overlooked by aman. Truth be told, though, the forest had become quieter.

Much quieter, she redized. She stopped to listen, and Numa halted at her sde. No living creature
dtirred. No wind rustled the leaves. A stillnesslay upon the land.



She looked behind her and was surprised by the darkness. "Twas as if the moon didn't shineto the
south. Up ahead, the woods were full of slver light. It streamed down from the sky and poured through
the trees.

Behind her, though, the forest disappeared in ablack void. No May Eve fires burned on the hillsides.
No sounds of song echoed in the air. An uneasy fedling swept through her, starting at the base of her
spine. She bunched her skirts up in her hands, preparing to run, but then stopped short. The torch no
longer bobbed and weaved atrail up ahead.

It had been there not amoment past.
Not amoment past, she swore.
"Damn you, LIynya, where have you gone?'

A sKkittery sound made her jerk around. She took a step back, edging away from the darkness. A small
gust of wind stirred the night, and shreds of the black void broke away and reached out for her, licking at
the toes of her boots.

"Sweet Jesu!" She skipped backward, her heart pounding in fear. The darkness dipped forward
agan—al onitsown, without so much as abreath of wind behind it—and she turned to flee, following
the brightest path.

The Bdtainefire crackled and snapped in the middle of Deri, afunera pyrefor dl the dead rowans of
the year past. Hard sap grew liquid in the blaze and ran down the burning logsin asizzling trail, the last of
it dripping into the bed of white coas at the heart of the flames.

Dain sat cross-legged on adais covered with the hidesofhart and hind, the placeofthe Horned One. His
hands were covered with the furred paws of abear. In one he held atore of twisted gold, in the other a
gtaff of rowan carved into an antlered serpent. The sweet strains of lyres and the thrumming of bodhran
drums being played by Quicken-tree hands wove a net around the grove, enclosing al within acircle.
Elen was there, between the tdl roots of the mother oak, swaying to the music, her hair and body
garlanded with fresh green leaves. Hefdt the pull of her promisein hisgroin.

Rhuddlan held court as Belenos to the west of the oak, beneath abower of ader trees, their branches
entwined overhead, their sturdy trunks standing guard beside the greet oak throne from which Rhuddlan
oversaw the festivities. The wood of the kingly chair had been rubbed to a deep shine and was carved
from one end to the other with the leaves of the plants found growing in Wroneu. It had filidsin the shape
of pinecones and mighty acorns at its feet. Wild grasses wereincised up itslegs, and woodland ferns
were fanned out across its back.

The chair besde Rhuddlan's, athronein its own right, was more gracefully built and carved with flowers
and bees. A thousand peta's each of freshly gathered tansy, cowdip, pasqueflower, daffodil, and
celandine wrought into garlands with periwinkle wreathed the arms and back of the chair, giving it amost
wel coming countenance. But for al its beauty, the flower throne remained empty. No Goddess yet sat at
Rhuddlan'sside.

Each year, 'twas the Goddess whose [ush sweetness blessed them dl. Shewas at Her most seductivein
the spring, when She urged the earth and dl its plants to flourish, one within the other, pollen to pidtil to



make the seed of new life. Twasfor Her that the gods came, to be quickened by Her touch, and Dain
felt thelack of Her presence. Though he had not vied with Rhuddlan for Her attention in years past,
without Her, the ceremony had an emptiness he found unsettling. She should have been chosen by now.

Mayhaps ‘twould be Llynya. He had not seen her there, and the sprite was ready to take another step
toward womanhood. So was Shay ready for the sprite. The young Quicken-tree man was waking the
perimeter of the grove, gazing outward into darkness, asif hewould find her in the forest. Twas Llynyas
favorite hiding place, out among the wild trees, but night wasfull fallen, and whether shewasthe
Goddess or not, she should have been safein Deri by now. Rhuddlian would not have alowed her to run
free on May Eve, when any man from Wydehaw to Hay-on-Wye might come across her. Knowing
Llynya, she was probably going from hut to hut behind Shay's back, avoiding what would someday be
inevitable

Moira, the Goddess from ayear past, siood close to the bower near a cauldron of honeymead, stirring
the iron kettle with awooden paddle and pouring cups of brew for the dancers. For dancethe
Quicken-tree did, their bare feet in contact with the earth, moving in arhythm to match the driving beat of
the drums. All of them wore garlands of |eaves, grasses, and flowers draped around their necks, across
their shoulders and chests, and tied around their waists to worship the vegetation-spirit from whence thelr
livesflowed.

One man, W, did not dance, but strode through the others bearing a drinking horn frothed to the top
with Moiras mead. He brought the horn to Dain, who drank long and deep, quenching histhirst and his
hunger with the rich brew before passing it back to the Liosdfar. At asigna from Rhuddlan, the drums
ceased, their slence caling Dain forth as the Horned Oneto lead the dance, to changeit with his
presence into something it had not yet been.

Heroseto hisfeet, steadier away from the grotto's heavy influence, and stepped down off the dais,
leaving the tore and serpent lying on the hides. He knew more of his part than Rhuddlan had told him,
knew more of their need of him than Rhuddlan had revealed. The Quicken-tree did not eat the flesh of
animas. They did not hunt. They did not make sacrifices with the blood of the earth's beests. Yet like dl
beings, they had need of the animal-spirit in their lives. On Bdtaine, they welcomed that spirit into their
midst with one who embodied the quickness of animd life. Dain wore the trgppings of the animals and
made them sacred with his acceptance of their degaths.

The Quicken-tree separated before him, opening a passage to the bonfire and making room for him to
walk through untouched. There was deference in their action, and awise degree of wariness. He was
dien, the other, therefor his ability to rouse latent memories of the Animal Master in each of their breadts.
For ‘twas as animals that they would mate in the grove, with powerful innocence, utterly compelled by the
needs of flesh, bone, and sinew to re-create; and through the act of creation, through their own fertility,
they would aid the blossoming of spring, most wondrous season.

Dain made hisway between them, every step bringing him closer to the richly scented heet of the pyre.
Hefdt it reaching out for him on ary tendrils of rowan smoke, felt it flowing around him and through him,
flowing across hisface, beneeth hisfeet, through his skin, diding deep into hisveins and heating his blood.
Therich, sweet-smelling heat was redolent of along ago time, and it brought him to the Horned One's
mark, across the fire from the throne of Belenos. He stopped, and lifted his arms toward the night sky.
Light from the pyre glinted off the claws protruding from the bear paws on his hands. Hisfingerswere
stretched out between the ursine blades, reaching for the stars and yearning for the cooling moon. She
was beautiful Luna, wet and cold. She moved with Sol and pulled the tides. The oceans changed course
a her command. All thingsfemaefdt the force of her power. Sheruled the night and therain, as her
consort ruled the day and thewind, ever in tandem.



Ceraunnoss crown was brought out by the white-haired ones and put upon his head. 'Twas acrudely
wrought corona of gold set with astag's antlers, the metal chased and engraved with crestures that were
half man, haf beast. A necklace of clawswas hung around his neck. The pdt of awolf was put upon his
back and tied to hisarms. Feathers of kites, sakers, peregrines, and gyrfacons were woven into his hair
aong with the feathers of owls and short-winged hawks, dl birds of prey. Bracelets of iron and of long
sharp teeth were wrapped in layers around hiswrists and his ankles, their soft jangling meant to call the
gods with every movement he made, and tonight, even he believed the gods would come.

There was power in the grove this €en, as there had been power in the cavern. "'Twas more than Ceri
changing him. The magic brought- by spring out of the darkness of winter had sunk deep, reaching an
unseen core both in the earth and in him. He who mocked al could not mock what hefdt in Deri on this
Bdtane

When the last feather had been braided into his hair and the last bracelet had been wrapped around his
wrist, the bodhran drums began a s ow best, and the Quicken-tree danced once more. Following a
serpentine design, they dipped to one side of him or the other, gradualy weaving him into the pattern,
until he no longer stood done. Twas then he changed their dance by beginning his own. Hisfoot hit the
ground in counterpoint to the best of the drums, sending awave of sound from iron and teeth through the
dancers. To dl in the grove, it announced that the Horned One was among them.

In awave, the Quicken-tree widened their distance from him, flowing outward from the fire, but keeping
to their pattern—except for the Liosdfar. The warriors welcomed him by staying close and following the
new dance. Dain moved around thefire, forcing the music to afaster tempo by raisng hisarms higher
into the sky, urging the drummers on and on and on, until they matched the ceasd ess rhythm of the wind,
and the sound of his bracelets was one with the drums, and the sound of the drums was one with his
heartbeat. The air became charged with the frenzy of the dance, drawing the others back, closer and
closer. A boalt of lightning rent the night, tearing through t