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Chapter One

She was reborn from the earth, emerging from adark womb of stone into the ancient light of anew
morning. A shaft of diffuse light lanced through the treesto caress her skin. Warmth...

Let it sink into my very bones, Annathought, almost certain she would be cold to her center for the rest
of her days.

A bird lighted on a branch not ayard away, regarding her with adarkly glittering eye. “ Chuff,” it said,
the single syllable floating up like abubble of sound.

“Shoo,” sheresponded. There was something about its bill— blood-red and decurving, like ascimitar.

“Chuff,” it said again, though less surely thistime, and took two steps closer, shuffling itsred legsaong
the branch.

“I am not food for you yet,” she whispered, and managed to wave ahand, driving the bird from its perch.
It settled afew yards away, staring back at her with its head cocked, an eerily intelligent look inits
glittering eye. And then it fell to flight and sped off into the heart of the forest.
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Annaclosed her eyes. Sleep. She must deep. Sleep for years, she was sure. And thinking that she drifted
into anightmare: swept

hel plessy dong the course of an underground river, fighting for air... strugglingtolive.

Something bounced off her temple, and Anna opened her eyesto find the sun higher, providing a coverlet
of ddicious warmth. She had stopped shivering.

“ Chuff...”

The bird perched above her. “Whose pet are you?’ she asked, then realized an acorn lay but aninch
away. Had it dropped that for her?

Sheturned her gaze back to the bird, and then sat up, suddenly filled with wonder. “But you are no one's
pet, areyou?’ she whispered. “ Flames!” She patted a pocket in her waistcoat and removed a square of
wet linen, then glanced back at the bird.

“Farrelle’ sghogt, but it must have begun dready.” Tentatively she reached out ahand to the
dark-feathered bird—crowlike with ared bill and legs of the same hue. But the bird hopped away, only a
foot; and there it stayed. “ Chuff,” it said again.

Annalaughed. “ * Chuff’ yoursdlf.” Gingerly, she unfolded the linen and spread it out on the ground in the
sun. She separated each precious seed, blowing on them gently. The seed had been her salvation,
without it she would never have found the resources to survive thetrip out of the cavern, even though
egting it raw produced only afraction of its power.

The bird began to hop about excitedly, and she turned awarning gaze upon it. “Thisisnot for you,” she
sad.
Overwhelmed by sudden weariness, she leaned back against the bole of atree, but kept her eyes open,

afraid the bird might make free with her seed. Where were the others? Certainly they must be some
hours ahead. She had waited aslong as she possibly could before following them out.

Annahad arrived at the pool and collapsed, too exhausted to start back up the tunnel in search of
another passage. There her candles had burned to darkness. Not knowing what to do when she heard
the others approaching, she had crawled into acrevice and lay till, sure anyone could hear the pounding
of her heart. By the poor candle light, Erasmus and the others had not seen her nor had they the energy
or inclination to search. She had watched them go

into the watery passage. Heard them shouting back and forth between the chambers. And when she
thought she could wait no longer and till have strength, she had followed.

The thought of that water-filled passage caused her to pull her limbs close. She trembled.
“Do not think of it,” shewarned. “Do not.”

She had survived! And here shewas... on the surface of the world once more. Reborn to the light.
Reborn—for certainly she had been in the netherworld these last days. Days! Could it have been only
days?

“But what to do?’ she whispered. Deacon Rose had been with the others, and she knew that he would
soon be hunting her. Hunting her even now, perhaps. Did he think she had escaped ahead of them?

“What to do?’ shewhispered again, feding her eyes ease closed. She forced them open. Up. She must



press on. As soon as the seeds were dry, for she could not let mold touch them. They were more
precious than diamonds. Almost more preciousthan life.

Had Hasey escaped, she wondered? Did Eldrich think they had dl died in the cavern? Difficult to
answer. She no longer presumed to have even the dightest knowledge of the mage’ s mind. He had
deceived them—trapped them with disturbing ease—and only she had escaped, and that only by a
near-miracle.

The Entonne border was nearby, and Annacould amost fed it offering haven. If only her resourceswere
not so depleted! Food and rest were utterly imperative, for she had endured beyond her limits. Food and
rest and clothing. And money. Annahad not acoin in her possession. But where? Where could she go
that Eldrich would not suspect?

Perhaps Hal sey had escaped unnoticed. He was wary and meticulousin his precautions. Eldrich might
well have missed him. Hames, if she had only paid heed!

No useflogging hersdf with this. Survive. That was her task now. Her obligation.

Carefully sherolled the seed around on the linen, which lured the bird nearer, extending its neck to
watch.

“What bird are you?’ she asked. “Not arook, | think, but some distant cousin. Cousin to the carrion
crow. Dark-eyed and cunning.

Cold-hearted, too, I'll wager. Perhaps you are the perfect familiar for me, then. For all those who were
closeto my heart are gone, and they will never be replaced. Not if | am to succeed in what | must do.”
Saying this she wrapped the seed up again and buttoned it carefully into her pocket before rising iffly.

Her mind was made up. It might be dangerous, but she could not proceed without knowing what had
befdlen Hasey. If he had fled, he would leave signs. Things so subtle that even amage might missthem.
And if he had been discovered... Well, if he' d been able, he would have left signs of that, too.

A waning moon sailed west until cast up on ashod of cloud: stuck fast in the heavens.

Annacrouched in the midst of astand of shrubs, watching. The house that Halsey had |eased was just
visible through the branches. At intervals she could see the old man pass before the window, pacing, his
stooped carriage unmigtakable. It was his habit to pace when problems beset him. Perhaps the pain
clarified his mind somehow, or maybe it was penance.

But still she watched, and had been doing so for several hours. He was aone, she was sure of that. Some
time earlier, aloca woman had arrived with his dinner, stayed to clean therooms alittle, and then
departed, carrying away thetray of dishes she' d brought. No others had come or gone, or even strayed
nearby. Still shewaited. Impatience had been her undoing once. Their undoing.

When Ha sey began to blow out the lamps, she moved from her place, still stiff and weakened by her
ordedl. A woodsman had fed her the previous night; fed her and set her on the path to Castle-bough. She
had made a dow journey through the woods, accompanied by her chough, for that iswhat the
woodsman called the bird—the obvious appel lation.

She had hidden herself here earlier in the day, and had she the resources, would have watched another
day yet, but her exhaustion was too complete. Knowing that warmth, food, and company in her sorrow
lay so near weakened her resolve.

Before the last lamp was doused she tapped on the window. Silence from within. She tapped again.



“Chuff,” sad her familiar, somewhere in the darkness.
Halsey appeared, standing well back from the glass, looking very unsure.
“Hasgy... ‘Tisl. Anna. Canyou not let mein?’

She saw him reach out to support himself, and then he hurried toward the door. A moment later she was
insde where the old man took both her handsin his own and kissed them, as though she were a daughter
returned from the dead.

“My dear girl. My dear Anna...” Helooked at her, words clearly failing him. “What of the others?” he
sad, hisvoice dmost disappearing.

She began to speak, but her own voice failed, and she merely shook her head and looked down,
expecting tears to come—~but they didn’'t. She was too exhausted to mourn. Farrell€’ s oath, but she felt

empty.

He kissed her hands again. “ Comeingde, child. Y ou look like you have survived the orded of
Helspereth. Comein and | will bank thefire.”

Sheleft Hasey bending awkwardly before the hearth while she found clean clothing. Returning afew
moments later, she wrapped hersdf in athick blanket and curled into achair before the flames.

“I am warming some soup,” he said solicitoudy, “and thereis bread and cheese. Not much, I'm afraid.”

“Anything will be welcome. Only two days past | thought | should starve to desth... A crust would have
seemed a cake then.”

A blackened pot was suspended over the flames, and aboard of cheese and bread produced. Again,
Annawas surprised at how quickly her appetite was daked. For afew momentsthey sat, saying nothing.
Each time shelooked up, Halsey was staring at her, the unspoken questions held in check only by
compassion and concern for her.

Shetook along draught of wine, and then resettled hersdf in the chair. “It wasalong journey...” she
swallowed the last word, and continued in a near-whisper, “down into the cavern.” For amoment she
closed her eyes, thinking of Banks drowned and the others buried dive. But she forced hersdlf to go on.
Forced some substance into her voice. “Long, arduous, and filled with wonders, though we had little time
to stop and marvel. Aswetraveled, | sensed avision, and despite our haste, we stopped so that 1 might
search for it. None of us believed what | saw. Not even me..."

The story took somelong timeto tell, and Halsey nodded in wonder again and again. When she spoke of
the collapse of the cave and the murder of their companions, he rose from his chair and paced off across
the room, shaking his head and raising his hand to stop her when she started to admit that he had been
right. And then he came and settled painfully back into his chair and motioned for her to continue.

When the talewasfindly told, they sat watching the flamesinexorably consumethelogs, turning them first
to glowing coas and then to ash.

“Heisamonger,” Hasey said at lagt. “He...” but the old man did not finish.
“Soheis” Annawhispered.

“Have you the seed illI? Did you preserve it?’



She produced the small bundle, unwrapping it with extreme care, and held it out to him. In dl theyears
that she had known Hasey, Anna had never seen him react 0. His dways giff, unreadable countenance
seemed to dissolve, and his eyes glistened suddenly. For amoment he sat unmoving, not even breething,
she thought, and then he reached out dowly. But just as his hand was about to close over the seed, he
drew it back, and placed it tight to his heart.

“No. You keepit,” hesaid. “You risked everything to possessit. And the others. .. they madethe
sacrifice so that you might haveit. No, it is meant to be yours.”

“But you have taent, aswell. Taent and far more knowledge. Certainly we should cultivate it and both
attempt the transformation.”

He shook hishead. “No. | am too old. Too old and no longer strong. It falsto you, Anna. That is clear
to menow.”

She sat quietly, trying to absorb what he was saying. Certainly thisiswhy she had taken the risk of
coming here. To find an aly, and to have his council.

“Thereis something more,” she said. She went to the window and threw it open. Making the noise one
might make to attract a pet, she leaned out, searching the shadows. “ There! Do you see?’

Halsey came and stood beside her. “1 can’'t makeit out. What isit?’

“A chough, | wastold. Much like arook or acrow. It greeted me as 1 | eft the cave and has
accompanied me ever since.”

Halsey stared out into the darkness. “ A familiar,” he said. “ Teller be praised. Such athing has not
happened since the days of Alan Dubry.” Helooked at her, his eyes shining. “ Perhaps your vison was
not wrong. Skye opened a door, and see what we have found?’ He shook his head. “Who among us
would not accept the greatest sacrifice to make amage? A mage at this point in history.”

She turned away from the window. “Don’'t say such athing. Everyone, even Banks... No, | could not
livewith such athought. That | had sacrificed them dl to my vison...”

He put ahand on her shoulder. “But you did no such thing, Anna. Y ou could not have known. But even
30, no one would have hesitated. A mage. A mage who will live beyond Eldrich. It isthe dream we
hardly dared to dream. Y ou, Anna, will preserve the arts. Y ou will rediscover what has been logt.”

She moved away, perhaps unable to accept the responsibility.
“The cost wastoo great,” she whispered.
“It was greet, yes, but al the more reason to seize this opportunity. Let no one’ s sacrificebein vain.”

She nodded. There waswisdom in this, she was sure. Such a cost. Something must come of it. “Then
what areweto do?’ she said softly. “How must we proceed?’

He turned back to thefire, but hiseye lit upon the seed and lingered. “We must vanish again. Perform the
ritesthat will hide our escape from anyone using the artsto seek us. We must begin tonight.”

“But | am so tired—" Annabegan to protest, and Halsey turned on her.

“Tonight!” hesaid firmly. “Eldrich isnear. Already he has dmost destroyed us. | fear that it isthis seed he



seeks. Perhapsit has been this seed dl dong, for let metell you something, Anng; this seed must be
Landor’ s own. Do you understand? Not seed that was cultivated in thisworld, but came from beyond.
We have long known that the seed lost its power from one planting to the next—

but this...” He gestured to the precious bundle. "Use it sparingly. And it must be cultivated—as soon as
you can manage.”

Saying nothing, Halsey disappeared, returning amoment later with abook. This he passed to her. “Here
are somefew things |’ ve set down these past years. Knowledge that you do not have. It isin Darian, so
there waslittle chance that it would have been understood if it had falen into the hands of another.”

“But why give methisnow?’

“We cannot know what might happen. Now come quickly. We will perform theritud and leave no trace
of our flight for the mage or his servants. No one will be aware of usagain until it istoo late.” Quickly,
they prepared the few things they would need to travel at speed. Horses were saddled, burdened with
baggage, and led away from the house lest they sense the arts and bolt.

Halsey began to light candles. Seven tapers were arranged in a pattern on the floor, and then he took a
scented oil and marked the wallswith Darian characters. Using the same oil he began a pattern on the
floor, chanting as he did 0.

“Youwill perform the enchantment,” he said as he compl eted the pattern.

“But...” shebegan to protest, and then redlized that he wasright. She was the mage emerging: the spell
would fecilitate the process, and certainly now her powers outstripped Halsey’ s own.

She took up ashes from the fire and sprinkled the still warm powder evenly over the pattern. When she
was finished, she made seven marks upon her face with the ash and then moved to the pattern’ s center.

“Curred' Efeu,” shebegan. “Heart of flame...” The enchantment was not long but it wasrather intricate
and required precise motion and control. Once Halsey prompted her, for her mind sill suffered from
fatigue, but she carried on, knowing the importance of what she did.

Fire erupted in the hearth again, and when she placed a hand near the floor and spoke, she drew aline of
flame out from the logs. It spread around the pattern.

She wasinto the spell, to the point where it would be dangerous to stop, when afierce tapping drew her
attention. The chough was

a the window, frantically beating itswings and beak againgt the glass.
Annablocked out the sounds, the questions.

Halsey spoke unexpectedly, his deep, gravelly tones forming Darian with an authority that none of the
others had ever mastered. But what was he doing?

The room seemed so far away, the world so remote, so dreamlike. Hal sey sprinkled something over the
pattern, holding an object in his hand—an object of dread.

And then the redlization gripped her, dragging her back to the world, to the present.

“Halsey!” she cdled out, but he raised the hand that held the dagger and continued in his
efforts—sprinkling blood from the wound at hiswrist dong the pattern.



“What are you doing?’
“Do not stop,” he said, not looking up from histask. “Go on, child. Y ou will ruin us both.”
And s0 she continued, chanting along string of words, drawing up the candle flames.

Halsey stopped, suddenly, just as she reached the spdll’ send. “Eldrich found me,” he said, hisface
contorting in pain and guilt, “1 wasto wait here to be sure that none of our people emerged from the
cave—asmpletask, for Eldrich wasal but sure no one had survived. For this small service | would be
rewarded—something greater than | would have expected.” He shook his head, atear streaking his
cheek. “But when | saw you... dive” He met her eyefor asecond, begging something. “Eldrich has put
his mark upon me, Anna. | can never escape him.” He began to speak Darian, aspell she did not know.
Thefirein the pattern rose up suddenly, and the characters on the walls burst into flame. He called out,
and before Anna realized what he would do, the old man plunged the knifeinto his own breast.

Heturned toward her as his knees buckled. “ You are free,” he whispered, and toppled into therising
flames.

For amoment Anna stood transfixed. Unable to believe what she saw. Unwilling to believe the horror of
it. All of them gone. Every one.

Alone. Shewas utterly aone.

And then a crashing againgt the window drew her, and she saw atiny dark eye beyond the glass, and
redlized that the spell no longer offered protection. With onefina look back at Halsey, enveloped in
flame, she swept up her skirtsand fled.

Chapter Two

Without a sign from anyone, the mage' s procession of two carriages had rolled to a sudden stop, leaving
the countess wondering what apparition they had encountered now.

Eldrich stepped down to the gravel and disappeared soundlesdy into the wood.
The countess watched him go. As silent as a shadow, she thought, and shivered.

For thefirst time she saw al of her traveling companions. Walky, of course; adarkly handsome man of
perhaps thirty; the drivers; and four other servants. The mage' s entire entourage.

The drivers saw to their teams, and the others stood about in isolated silence, as though casual speech
were forbidden to the followers of amage.

Slence, the countess thought. He livesin the silences.

Under the pretense of finding the least obstructed view of the stars, she edged closer to Walky, findly
catching hiseye.

“What goeson, Mr. Walky?’ she whispered.

The little man shrugged, put afinger to hislips, and dipped away before she might speak again. Thus
chastened, she found an out-



Sean Rus| cropping of stone at the roadside and made it her seat, vowing that she would never
become as servile asthese others.

Why have | agreed to this? she wondered again, though not yet sure what she had involved hersdlf in.
The ancient woman at the roadside—hersdlf: the Countess of Chilton—the mere thought of this
gpparition quelled al of her doubts for amoment. She closed her eyes, trying to drive out the image—a
woman pathetic in age and loss of menta faculties.

Better any fate than that, avoice insde her warned.

But therewas more. A certain feding of inevitability, acrumbling of resstance—the fedling of giving
on€e' s self up to aseduction, to another. And to desire.

Desre.
But wasit red, or was she merely under some form of enchantment?
A shadow flowed out of the wood and onto the road: Eldrich’ swolf.

She heard her breath catch and she froze in place, asthough it were awild beast and sheits prey. For a
moment it paused in the starlight, dowly turning its head as though searching, and then it darted into the
wood again.

The countess | et out along breath. What did he want of her?

The moon sailed among the stars, illuminating the solitary clouds that passed beforeit. From degp within
the wood anightingae burbled itsliquid song. The countesstried to silence her inner voice. To be avare
of the night. Traveling with amage would require that she learn patience and attentiveness. And slence.

She did not know how long she listened to thewinds whispered conversation, observed the heavens,
before Eldrich reappeared— two hours, perhaps three.

The stooped silhouette crossed to Walky and the handsome man. She could hear them speaking; words
like stones dropped into abrook and just as comprehensible. The three conferred briefly, and then
Eldrich went directly into his coach.

Walky cameto her.
“What isit?" she asked. “What has happened?’

“The unforeseen,” Waky said hoarsdy. “ Come. | will ridewith Lord Eldrich and the countess, if you will
dlowit”

She nodded, smiling at this odd gesture of consideration. As he took her arm and led her toward the
carriage, the countess could see the others releasing the team from the second coach, which they began
to turn around in the narrow road.

They are going back, she redlized, as she stepped up into Eldrich’s carriage.
They moved off as she settled hersdlf.

At last, she could bear this dismissive slence no longer. Her anger boiled up, and she drew along breath.
“What has happened?’ she asked, feding her heart beating—like a child asking forbidden questions.



Dark silence was her answer, and shefelt her anger boil over. Did he treat everyone with such disregard?

“Thereisahunting lodge,” the mage announced, hismusica voice betraying no trace of emotion. “Not
disant. Wewill stop there.”

It was a concession, she knew, though hardly informative. Only where and what, not why.

he countess should not have been surprised to find that mages cared little for the niceties of property
rights. Waky and the servants quickly had the building open and began setting it to rights, asthough it
werether own. Lampswerelit, fires built in the hearths, deegping chambers aired and beds prepared.

And where am | expected to sleep! the countess wondered. She stood before one of the hearths,
warming her back, her arms crossed siffly before her. / feel as uncertain as a young girl, she thought.
But thereis not a petal of romanceintheair.

Will he want me? That was the question. The desire was there; palpably so, but would Eldrich giveinto
it?

With other men she would know. Ther intentions were easily divined, but the mage was not like other
men.

Walky appeared from adark hal. It seemed that Eldrich and his servants had no need of light—a strange
thought. No need of light.

“A chamber has been readied for you, Lady Chilton,” he said, taking up acandle.

She remained by the fire amoment more, suddenly reluctant to leave itswarmth.

“WhereisLord Eldrich?’ she asked, her voice oddly hollow in the massive room.
“Engaged,” Waky replied.
Still the countess did not move.

“Themageisinvolved in matters of great import, m'lady,” he said. “Mattersthat are little understood by
others”

“S0 you do not know what goes on?’ the countess asked.
Walky nodded. “1 know very little, I'm afraid. Best Lord Eldrich answer your questions.”
“He does not seem much inclined to answering questions.”

“All ingood time, m'lady,” he said. “All in good time. One cannot rush ariver, but wait and the stream
will carry you where you wish.”

“Riversflow inonly one direction, Mr. Walky,” she said, not heartened by his choice of metaphor. “And
| fear | havethe patience of amortd: | like my answersimmediatdy.”

“It issomething you will adjust to, m’lady,” he said softly and gestured for her to follow.

“Perhaps,” she whispered to hersdlf. Eldrich’swords came back to her. / am one hundred and
thirty-three; all other estimates you have heard are wrong.



The countess was but five and twenty.

ohe sat in awindow seat before the open casement, her knees drawn up and clasped by woven fingers.
A nightingdetrilled its mel odious song, and unknown insects added strange counterpoint.

The hour was unknown to her. Late, no doubt, but still she did not proceed to bed. She perched in the
window listening to anightingale offer enticementsto amate.

At least he sings, shethought. A shred of gallantry.

The bed, with its curtains and coverlets folded back, took up amuch greater place in her consciousness
than in theroom itself. And it offended her somehow, like a statement of presumption.

“What does he want of me?’” she asked the night, and leaned her head back against the cool wood. She
closed her eyes and felt such sweet relief. The air seemed seasoned with such a complex fragrance. She
drank it in deeply, asthough hungry for it. Late. So late. And she was but five and twenty.

She awoke to atouch on her cheek. A kiss? Opening her eyes, she found Eldrich standing between
hersdf and the bed. Oddly, thisdid not sartle her at all. Indeed, she did not fedl quite herself—as though
shefloated in time, somehow.

“Dol dreeam?’

“There arethose who claim that lifeisnothing se,” he answered, the music of hisvoice touching her,
stripping away the last cords of gravity binding her to the world.

“Thenightingale... he has stopped.”

“Yes” Hiseyedid not waver, but remained fixed on her—not unkindly, but not kind either.
“What will you do with me?’

A amile, like the shadow of awinging bird. “What would you have me do?’

Yes, what?*“| cannot bear to beleft wondering. | cannot...”

Hisgaze did not waver. “No,” he said quietly, avoice like asoft wind, “it isaterrible thing.”
Chapter Three

%

Kent walked hislame gelding along the black river of road, and contemplated his own recklessness. One
did not canter by night dlong aroad known for its potholes and washouts. Not with the moon hidden by
overcast, sarsvisible only through tearsin the cloud.

He patted his mount’ s nose, trying to caculate the distance to the next travelers' inn. Not far in miles,
though severa hours at this pace. Some knight off to save thefair lady he had turned out to be.

Kent crept dong the road in the faint starlight, aware of the precipice to one sde. The sound of flowing
water floated up to him and increased the illusion that he walked aong the dark surface of ariver.

He stepped, mid-caf into water, and brought hislame mount up short. Cursing, he peered into darkness,



trying to gauge the width of the washout. To hisright, the river of road seemed to have overflowed its
bank and the substance of night whirled therein adow eddy.

It was apring, heredlized. In that backwater of darkness would lie adrinking trough and afount where
humans might dake their thirst and take their rest upon stone benches.

“I think thiswill be our innthisnight,” he explained to hisgelding, asheled it into the liquid shadow of the
trees. Here both horse and man drank.

Kent tethered his mount where it could reach the grasses growing at the margins of the wood, and sank
down onto astone bench, pulling up his collar againg the small wind. Daylight was some hours off, but
Kent could not deep. Thoughts of the countess haunted him. An image of alarge carriage charging
through the hills, drawing farther and farther awvay from him.

It even occurred to him that his horse’ slameness might not be entirely natural. He snorted. No. Certainly
that had been the result of his own imprudence, not the arts of the mage.

He shifted, seeking greater comfort, but the stone refused to yield.

Is the countess Eldrich’s lover ? he wondered again. Willingly hislover? He did not think so. Certainly
she had been horrified when told she had been in the company of amage. That had not been an act.

He stared up at the stars, picking out the constellations and trying to see new shapesin them, then giving
them appropriate names. The Dragon became awoman weaving: the Weaver. The Twins, with some
gretch of the imagination, became a carriage. And the Hunter could be nothing but aMage.

Does he know | pursue him? Kent wondered. Isit possible?

Just then, the gelding whickered. He could fed its excitement in the dark. Hisfirst thought waswolves,
yet then he redlized the gelding’ s reaction was not fear but anticipation.

Someone approached.

Kent went out onto the shadowy road, gazing into the darkness and listening. Was that the sound of a
horse? He stood, staring down, concentrating his senses and finaly was sure he heard the sounds of
horses—severd of them, to the east.

He stared off into the night, relief washing through him. If luck was with him, he would bein Castlebough
this night, and on the road again before midday.

Around the shoulder of the hillsde adark shadow appeared against the low stars, the sound suddenly
clear: alarge carriage

Sean Russ| drawn by ateam, Kent was dmost certain. And how quickly they came.

Then he redlized that he had seen no coach lamps. He froze in place, confused, and then he rushed back
into the shadow. Tearing the horse' sreins free, he began dragging his mount up into the trees. It sumbled
and tried to pull away, but Kent resisted, coaxing it dong, blind in the dark. Up they went, diagonally
now, on some kind of foot track—Iikely a path to alookout point. He could not see the track but felt it
underfoot, and the horse came along more easily.

When his breath failed him, Kent stopped and bent double—not enough wind left to even curse. The



sound of horses pounding aong the road came up, dightly muffled, through the trees.

Andthenit died.

Kent did curse then, in awhisper.

Do they know I’'m here, or do they stop only to water their team?

He stroked hismount, jiggling its bit asadistraction. Make no sound, hewilled it. Make no sound.

And then the horses moved again, the sound of hooves, dow, like tumbling rock. Kent redlized they had
delayed only to negotiate the washout.

“Flames,” he swore. It must be Eldrich. Who e se could see such athing in the dark? But why wasthe
mage returning to Castle-bough? Racing back to the city he' d just vacated? There was no explaining the
doings of amage.

Was the countess with him? That was Kent’ s only question. Certainly she must be. There might bea
chance that he could rescue her yet.

“What isit?’ cameahdf-familiar voice, muffled by itsjourney through the trees.
“Theroad iswashed away,” came another voice.

“Shdl | climb down?” Thefirst voice drifted up to him again, teasing him with tones he thought he should
know.

It couldn’t be Eldrich, could it? The ramifications of this stopped him cold.
“It might be best, if you don’'t mind, Sir.”
Kent heard the click of a carriage door, and then the complaining
of springs as the horses edged forward. A pause, then asurge asthe carriage rolled up out of the trench.
“That will do, Mr. Bryce”
Again the door sound, and then the carriage set off, far too quickly on thisdark night.

Bryce? The man who had accompanied Sir John? Hefdt awave of relief. The man was clearly an agent
of the mage. But why was he returning to the town his master had so recently abandoned? Kent could
not imagine, but clearly Eldrich and the countess il traveled on.

Kent edged back down thetrail, hoping his mount did not ssumble and crush him. At the spring he let the
gelding drink once more, and then set out, lame mount and al, dong the dark river that bore the countess

avay.
Chapter Four

THE ruin was gtill smoldering when Bryce arrived, the stone hot to the touch. Out of the codls, crania
walls rose up, window openings gaping, glass melted into frozen pools, dripping from the sills. Bryce
could sense the death here—the desth of the house. Perhaps more.

The roof had collapsed, leaving only afew beams, blackened and burned to haf-thickness, which angled



down from the sone walls like the tines of arusted rake. He turned over aroof tilewith hisfoot and a
gasp of caugtic smoke escaped, stinging his eyes.

In what he guessed to be the center of the room, he probed into the ashes with astick, dredging up a
heavy object blackened by the fire but unmistakable. A dagger.

“Hewill not be pleased,” Bryce said to himsdlf. “Not in the least pleased.”

There was other evidence of the artsaswell, not al of it perceptible by the usua means. But beyond the
house there was nothing.

“Fames, it was apowerful drawing,” he said. He turned over moretileswith his branch, and was
rewarded with more smoke, which seared his nostrils and lungs.

Crouching a arm'’ s length, he plumbed the ashes and turned

up something else. A charred object that stopped him. “ Blood and flames. ...” The bone dipped back
into the ash, likeacorpseinto apalid sea.

Bryce stood suddenly, looking around at the ruined house, horrified by what had been done. “ The mage
must know. Immediately he must know! He sacrificed himsaf—and there can be only one reason for
that.”

Chapter Five

THE five who escaped the cave had been transported to the sanitarium and put under the care of the
physician and his staff. Not that they were badly injured—exhaustion and need of nourishment being the
most dire of their physical hurts. Even Clarendon’ s damaged knee did not appear so seriousin the light of

day.

Erasmus stood before the mirror staring at the gaunt figure who looked back apparently distressed by
what he saw. Thefigure in the glass had somewhat sunken eyes and adight hollow to the cheeks that
even the freshly trimmed beard did not hide. But what struck him most was the cast of hisface—aman
who had learned aterrible truth.

“There are truths men never recover from,” Beaumont had once said.
A mage tried to murder me, Erasmus thought, and turned away, unable to bear the stranger’ slook.

Erasmuslay down on his bed, thinking that he might just let deep take him once more—if only he could
dream something sweet. Instead, each time he dept, he tumbled back into the nightmare of the cave:
hopelesdy logt; starving; cold to the soul; water risng relentlesdy.

But the weariness was greater than hisfear of nightmares, and his eydidsfluttered closed.
“Erasmus?’

Erasmus opened his eyesto the muted light of late evening. For amoment he wondered what chamber
thiswas, and then redized he was not in the cave at dl.

“Braamus?’



A man sat on achair in the center of the room.
Erasmus propped himsalf up on an elbow, squinting at this apparition in the shadows. “Who isthat?’

His eyes adjusted to the light, reveding a precise, dark-eyed gentleman. A stranger, yet therewas
something vagudy familiar...

“Do | know you, Sir?’ Erasmus asked, dropping his feet to the floor and perching on the bed' sedge, his
head svimming.

The man gill said nothing, but stared at him for amoment.
“Y ou don't remember?’

Thevoice: hitter... older. Erasmus found himsdf standing, asthough drawn up by awill other than his
own.

“Percy? Flamed! Isit you? Percy... 7
The man’ sgaze fdtered, blinking.

“But | thought...” Erasmus stumbled to sllence, histhroat congtricted. The room spun and he fell back
to the bed.

“You thought | had burned?’ the other said softly.
Erasmus could not bear the man’s gaze, and looked down. “Yes,” he whispered. “| thought you dead.”
Erasmus stared at his unmoving shadow and heard every accusation contained in that silence.

Helooked up suddenly. “All these years 1 thought you dead. | thought... | cannot tell you what joy it
givesmeto seeyou dive. Aliveand whole”

Percy did not answer, but stared at Erasmus as though he had been paid the gravest insult.

Erasmus nodded. “Yes” he dmost whispered. “I know what you must think. But | was only achild.
How could | have known what would result?’

“So, unsure of the dangers, you pushed me forward to perform the ritua, not daring it yoursdlf.”

Erasmus looked back to hisdark outline on the floor. “It was an act of cowardice. Yes. But the act of a
child, dl thesame. | am sorry for your sufferings, Percy. No day goes by without my thinking of
it—regretting it.” Helooked up. “But you are whole, thank al gods. Eldrich made you whole again.”

Percy’ s face hardened, masklike, eyes narrowing. “Whole? No, | am not whole. And | am tied to the
meage. Tied to him until the end, while you have walked free, inconvenienced only by your paltry guilt. But
| am his servant, Erasmus. Hedled, to al appearances, but his servant till. Y ou cannot know what that
means. Y ou can't begin to know.”

Erasmus stared at the man, and fdlt the rage and contempt hurled a him. All he could say in defensewas
that he had been a child, amere boy—»but that would not gain him pardon here. Not before the sufferings
of this man, whose judgment had been passed long ago, and likely renewed every day for al these many
years. No, Erasmus had been condemned in absentia, and there was nothing for it but to hear the



sentence.

“Itislong done, Percy, and my regrets cannot undo it. So what isit you will have of me now? My
continued suffering, heightened by your lack of forgiveness? Or isthere some act of contrition? Isthat
what you have cometo ask?’

The man who had been his dearest friend and dly in childhood laughed bitterly.  Forgiveness? 1 have
been tutored by amage, Erasmus. It isaword without meaning to me, a human weakness which was
burned away long ago. No, there is nothing you can do for me. The mage, however, is not done with you
yet, Erasmus Fattery.” For a second the mask became amost human as he said this, and the voice was
tinged with a certain pleasure.

Helifted afoot and set the ankle on hisknee. “ Begin with the story of how you cameto be herein
Castlebough. Leave nothing out. Y ou know how exacting the mage can be.”

Erasmus shook his spinning head, hoping that he dreamed, but something told him he did not. Thiswas
Percy, returned after dl these years. Returned with the accusations Erasmus had hurled at himsdlf this
same span of time. Jugtice; very rarein theworld of the mage.

Redlizing that there was nothing else to be done, Erasmustold

histae, beginning with meeting Hayesin the brothedl, and the bizarre story he' d told of Skye, the
Stranger, and amage.

During the entire explanation Percy’ s countenance did not dter. Even thefailing light could not soften the
bitterness and disdain.

What has he suffered? Erasmus wondered. Did not the mage heal him? Look! Is there the slightest
scar or burn? No, he is a handsome man, of great bearing and presence. Yet he hates me still.

Thelight in the room faded as the story was told—faded like hope—and when he cameto the end, his
inquisitor was nothing but an indistinguishable shadow in the room'’ s center.

For along moment Percy was quiet, and Erasmus could not see hisface to judge the impact of histae.
“One would think, by your story, that you'’ d given up the ways of acoward,” he said coldly. “What of
thisgirl?Y ou saw no sign of her after the drowned man?’

“None. But unless she could swim, it seems very likely she, too, was drowned and carried away by the
Sream.”

Percy shook his head. “ She did not drown. No, sheisliving yet. And Eldrich will not be pleased to hear
of your partinthis”

“Me?What havel to dowith it?’

“Wasit not you who managed the escape from the chamber? Y ou were never meant to escape,
Erasmus. Y ou cannot begin to realize the harm you' ve done.”

Erasmus could hardly credit what he’ d heard. “Did Eldrich expect usto St meekly in the cave and
garve?’ hesaid increduloudy. “ Even amage must know more of human nature than that!”

Percy rose from his chair and went to the window where he looked out into the twilit valley. Erasmus
could bardly make him out—Percy’ sinhuman precision blurred to indistinct slhouette.



“What isit you want of me?’ Erasmus asked again, guilt no longer bridling hisimpatience.
No answer. A silhouette as ill as sculpture.

“Find thisgirl, and Eldrich will lift the sentence that has been passed againgt you.”
“What? What sentence?’

“Y ou trespassed in asacred place, Erasmus. For that you were to have paid with your lives. And then
you aided the girl’ sescape. All of you have earned Eldrich’ s displeasure.”

Erasmus had turned on the bed so that he could watch his dark

friend, and now he dmost writhed where he sat. “What isit you' re saying? Was | not to tempt the
Tellerites out into the open? Was it not intended that | lead them down into the cave so that Eldrich could
destroy them? Wasthis not my purpose al dong? And yet, for doing Eldrich’ sunspoken bidding, my life
isforfet for violating the chamber? And then | am aso charged with managing our escape?’

“When you stand before a mage, Erasmus, an apped to logic isfutile. They do not care much for the
niceties of human regulation. Y ou violated the chamber. There can be no ‘ mitigating circumstances.” You
alded the escagpe of Eldrich’senemy. One should never interfere in the affairs of amage, especialy not
one bent on revenge. If you and your companions can find the girl, you will escape Eldrich’s judgment
againg you. Tell that to your friends.”

“Thepriest aswdl?’

“The priest especidly. The church... Eldrich will ded with the church.” A protracted pause. “Thisgirl
took king's blood from the chamber. It must be surrendered to Lord Eldrich. Do not even touch

it—especidly you, Erasmus.”

Percy turned toward Erasmus, but he was still only adark mass before the window. “Find her,” Percy
said softly. Hetossed aroll of paper on the bed. “ And when you have her, thiswill dlow you to dert the

mage.”

He swept out of the room, and Erasmus redlized he no longer saw the erect, forceful man, but someone
bent and broken. Someone scarred by fire and loathing.

For some time he sat, unmoving, then he went to the open window and looked out over the valey. The
lake glittered in Sarlight.

S0 hisnightmare had come true. Percy had returned from the grave to confront him, to accuse him. And
what aterrible husk of aman hewas. Burned hollow, no matter what Eldrich had doneto hea him. Poor
child. Erasmus could not help but remember the boy—innocent asrain, astrusting asayoung bird.

What amongter Eldrich was. What aterrible monster. And al over this young woman—who, despite her
duplicity, hardly seemed evil to Erasmus. No, she seemed far less maevolent than the mage. And now he
must find her and offer her up to Lord Eldrich.

Remembering what Percy had said, Erasmuslit alamp and un-
rolled the curling papers. Immediately he felt the room grow chill. Thewriting was Darian.
An enchantment.

He was hafway through before he redlized it was familia—the spell innocent boys had used to



summon fire. The spdl that had immolated Percy Bryce, burning away the germ of his humanity.
Chapter Sx

The bruised joy of survivorswas all but absent among those who had escaped the cave. They ill wore
the haunted look of men just awakened from nightmare. Erasmus thought they had been through quite

enough.

Unfortunately, he could see no way to spare them. Their ddliverance had been illusory. Erasmus regarded
each of the slent facesin turn, and dmost to aman their gazes dipped away. Only Rose was bearing up.

“I had avistor thisevening,” Erasmus began, his voice uncertain. “Not awelcome one.” He could see
them all gtiffen, asthough about to receive ablow. “A servant of Eldrich.”

All eyes snapped up briefly, dert now, like the eyes of animals surprised by the hunter.

“I’d hoped we had escaped. That our ordeal was over, but instead Eldrich has found us.” His mouth was
suddenly sticky-dry, the flesh like asponge.

Only Deacon Rose did not appear frightened. Indeed, his eyes shonewith interest. “1 don’t know where
to begin. Eldrich daimsthat we have committed agreat offense againg... hiskind.” He was amost
whispering now. “That isthe crux of it. But dl isnot

dark, for he has offered us clemency if wewill but perform asingle task for him.*
“Clemencyl 7" Clarendon exclaimed, drawing himsdlf up in resentment, one sign of life at least. “For what
crime?’

“I’'m afraid the Deacon wasright, Randall. We trespassed in a place the mages hold. .. sacrosanct. For
thisaone our lives should be forfeit. We then added to this crime by aiding the escape of Eldrich’s
enemy, damning usdoubly in hiseyes.”

Kehler began to protest, but Erasmus held up his hand.

“Thereisno court of appeals when dedling with amage, Mr. Kehler. | know what you will say: ‘Wasit
not Eldrich’s design that we lead the Tdlleritesinto the cave, to their ruin? Yes, and yesagainto any
arguments of logic and justice, but the justice of men has no bearing in the affairs of the mages. Only their
own mysterious code, and according to the strictures of that code our lives should be forfelt for what we
have done. Unless we are able to accomplish thistask.”

The survivorslooked a each other, al of them till, dmost hunched, like the hunted. How battered they
al looked, how haunted by their brush with death.

They were nearly buried dive, Erasmusthought.

Poor Kehler looked admost as aged as Clarendon, with hishair going gray too early, his posture stooped
by fatigue. Even the bright curiosity of his eyes had disappeared.

Hayes|ooked only dightly better. Hislight hair and the blue of his eyes saved him from the dark ook of
hisfriend, but he no longer looked boyish, not even when he smiled.

Only Deacon Rose gppeared unchanged by their orded . Hisvitdity remained. Even his complexion still
bore the mark of the sun, not the pale scar of their escape from the darkness. Deacon Rose retained his



ability to appear at peace, his practiced charm. The eyes could still smile beneath the cap of gray hair.

Deacon Rose shifted in his chair. “We areto find the girl and her remaining colleagues,” he said, not
showing the least surprise.

Erasmus nodded. “ Y es, but there are no others, only Anna.”
“How do we know sheiseven dlive?’ Hayes asked.

“Sheisdive” Rosesad, “or the mage would not seek her.”

“But, Erasmus,” Hayes protested, “ certainly Eldrich can find her more easily than we. After dl, we are
not masters of the arts.”

Roseinterrupted, for he seemed suddenly rejuvenated. “But the Tellerites have ways of hiding themselves
from practitioners of the arts. That isthe reason for Eldrich’s e aborate ruse to draw them out into the
open—to force them to reved themsaves—and Annawill not make that mistake again. No, she must be
hunted down by natura means, likeany criminal.”

Hayes sat up abruptly, his upper body swaying in asmall circle as though he had been set off balance.
“But what has Anna done to me? Nothing for which | would see her murdered, and that is certainly what
Eldrich intendsif sheisfound. Am | to participatein this crime to save my own precious skin?’ He shook
his head, pushing out hislower lip. “I will not be party to such athing, no matter what the cost. It isnot
just Eldrich who has acode.”

Both Kehler and Clarendon nodded, the little man muttering, “Hear, hear,” under his breath. Then he
looked up at Erasmus. “What of you, Erasmus? Will you carry out thiserrand of cruelty for Eldrich?’

Erasmusfdt himsdf mired in some sort of mental 0oze, asthough sill not quite awake—not quite back
into thisworld from the murky world of cave and nightmare. Would he do this? What justification could
there be other than salf-preservation—and he knew what it was like to live with that.

He shook hishead. “Let metell you this, if any of usrefuse Eldrich’smercy, it will not be asmple maiter
of paying with our lives. Mages are more vengeful than you know. Men have suffered alifetime of
unspeakable torture for angering amage. Y ou should think hard on that before you make any decisions.”

Rose stood suddenly. “Listen to me. It ismore than fear of torture that should be taken into account here.
Eldrich has not set out to destroy the followers of Teller for petty vengeance—as notorious as hiskind
might be for such acts. | have read the confessions of the Td lerites, the heretics who hid within the
church. Theintentions of their conspiracy were not o innocent as one would expect from meeting young
Annaand Banks”

Clarendon stood, red-faced, and Erasmus thought he would

storm from the room, but Hayes put a hand gently on hisarm. “It will cost us nothing to hear him out,
Randdl.”

Rose paused to look at the small man, and then continued. “ There has been much speculation about the
disappearance of the mages. We don’t know why only Eldrich remains, but from the confessions of the
heretics | learned this: Augury was &t the heart of the mages decision.” He began to pace stiffly across
the floor between Erasmus and the others, looking at no one, asthough he rehearsed a speech. “What,
precisaly, thevison reveded | cannot tell you, but it was frightening and gpocayptic—frightening even to



the mages. It would seem that they were divided in their interpretation of the vison. How consensuswas
reached is unknown, but somehow it was eventualy accepted that the catastrophe would result from the
artsor their practice. How else could they have arrived at the decision to erase the arts from thisworld?
To hidetheir last vestiges for the good of the earth, perhaps for the good of mankind?’

The priest stopped his pacing and met the eyes of hisaudience, dl attentive now, even Clarendon
captive.

“The Tdleriteswill keep the artsdive at dl cogts, that istheir avowed purpose. They either do not
believein the augury of the mages, or do not care, | don’t know which, but they are willing to take al
risksto see their purpose accomplished. Do you see? Anna and Banks might have seemed
innocent—and perhapsin some ways they were, but even so they are willing to risk the gpocaypse to
possess the arts. An apocalypse even the mages feared.”

Rose stood in the center of the floor, looking around &t the others, hisfists clenched tightly at hissides.

“What do you say to this, Mr. Flattery?’ Clarendon asked softly, like aman too tired to argue. “Isthere
any truth in the priest’ sravings or isthis another in hislong string of deceptions?’

Erasmus shook hishead. “1 don’t know, Randall. | don’t know. Eldrich did not confidein me, nor did |
learn much of the mages history—a secret they guard assduoudy. | wish | could say more, but... Itis
certain that Eldrich is determined to seethe end of the artsin hislifetime, there can be little doubt of that.
Is Eldrich driven by revenge to destroy the Tellerites? 1 think it would be naive to deny the truth of thet,
but given the circumstancesit seemsto be

Sean Russal more than just revenge. The Tdlerites clearly want to keep the arts alive—Deacon Roseis
right in this—and it would seem that Eldrich isequaly determined that thiswill not cometo be."

“But the priest haslied repeatedly,” Clarendon began, but Kehler interrupted.

“Beat peace, Randal, thereis some greater evidence that the Deacon tdllsthe truth, thistime. | saw
referencesto the Tellerites— the men the church calls Teller’ s bastards—in my researches at \Wooton.
Whether their confessionswere true, | cannot say, but they were not just a convenient invention of
Deacon Rose. According to the Telerites, the mages did have a catastrophic vision. Teller’ s bastards
were aware of some part of it, perhaps from their own augury, but they believed it did not apply to them,
but only to the mages. | did not connect it to this—the disappearance of the mages. Only now havel
heard that suggested.”

Kehler bounced to hisfeet, animated, unable to remain gill. He stole the floor from Rose with his outrage
and frudtration. “But what are we to do? If we were to choose the path of honor, we would refuse to
involve oursdvesin this conflict of the mages, this struggle in which we cannot even begin to gauge right
fromwrong. Y et Erasmus has put such afear into us—into me at least—that it would appear our only
course of action isto obey Eldrich or saf-murder to avoid alifetime of unimaginable horror.” He threw
up hisarmsand then let them fal limply at hissides. Suddenly he was very till. “Or do we accept that
Eldrich has some reason other than revenge for his pursuit of the Tellerites, as the Deacon suggests? That
there is somejustification for what he does? Some justification that even we would accept?’ He shook
his head, touching ahand to his brow. “I cannot know the answer. It is not as though Eldrich will show
leniency toward Annaif sheisfound—of that I'm certain. Therewill be no charity, no gpplication of
reason to turn her away from her purpose. No, if we deliver Annato Eldrich we will be party to murder,
inoneform or another.” He stood like a scarecrow, hisarmsrising as though waving ineffectually at
Crows.

“But, Mr. Kehler,” Rose said, his voice cam and reasonable— the tone Erasmus had come to identify



with hismost egregiouslies. “Many criminas do not comprehend the harm that they do, yet they goto
the gallowsfor their crimes, al the same. We make no

alowance for this other than madness. If we are to be utterly generous, we might say that it isnot so
different with Anna. She does not know what will come of her actions, nor, perhaps, does she want to
know. But whether her intentions are good or evil, | am convinced that great harm will result al the same.
An gpocaypse, Mr. Kehler. An event so frightening that the mages would renounce the artsto avoid it.
Renounce the arts!

“I think we can hardly imagine such a catastrophe, for surely it ismoreterrible by far than any war
contrived by man. A war to wound the very earth itself. Who would not give hisown life to prevent such
athing?1 would, certainly. Better we live with the guilt of our actions than alow the apocaypse. Mord
cowardice comesin many forms, Mr. Kehler, and al shades—not smply black and white. Thelife of
onefor the lives of many, and perhaps more besides.” Heturned in adow circle, like a clockwork-toy,
regarding each of themin turn.

Clarendon looked through him, addressing Erasmus. “What say you, Mr. Hattery? This priest could
justify any atrocity, | think, if it would benefit mother church, but | distrust his ever-so-reasonable
rationalizations. * A tongue so sweet it should be cut out and fed to dogs,” were the words of Beaumont,
and | fed they gpply doubly here”

Erasmus rubbed his pamsinto his eyes, feding the burn. “| fear we are too depleted by our ordedl to
make wise decisons. One can aways rationalize when one' slifeis threatened. This must be guarded
againg. Let usweigh dl that has been said on the scales of our conscience, try to deep, and decidein the
morning.”

The others nodded at this, perhaps happy to put off passing such averdict.
“But | have aready made my decison,” Deacon Rose said, rising to hisfeet, dmost lightly.

“Do not be hasty, Deacon Rose,” Erasmus said. “Eldrich’s servant intimated that his master would dedl
with you. It was ominoudly said. Best take this night and look into your soul. Sleep the deep of the
innocent, gentlemen.” Erasmus turned and |eft the room.

Sean RusHl|

Erasmus stood upon his balcony and stared up at the wandering star that had trailed across the heavens
these past weeks. “ A wondering star,” he said aoud, for so he had misunderstood the term asachild. A
dar that wondered—as did he. What could such astar think about? The question of awondering child,
riding through the heavens on the back of this miraculous planet.

The ancients believed such natura phenomenon to be signs, portents—of evil, dmost invariably, but
sometimes of favorable eventsaswell.

“And which do you presage?’ he asked, the wondering child not quite absorbed into the knowing adult.
“Mr. Flattery?’ Erasmus started, unsure of the voice' s source.
Sr?

One of the attendants stood, poised in the door. “Excuse me, Mr. Flattery. 1 knocked but had no
answer. 1 wouldn't normaly intrude, sir, but you have avigtor...” The man’seyebrowsraised. “Itisthe
Earl of Skye, Mr. Flattery.”



“Skye?’ Erasmus must not have looked pleased, for the at “n-dant blanched.

“Isittoo late, Sir? 1 would have asked him to return tomorrow, but he seemed so anxious to see you,
and... well, heisthe Earl of Skye.”

“No, that’squite dl right. Can you show him up?’ A moment later the silver-maned Skye appeared, even
his movements, strong and graceful, dmost feline: the lion of empiricism.

“Itisagreat honor,” Erasmus began, but Skye waved a hand to cut him short.

“Hardly. 1 must begin by gpologizing for intruding like thisand a such an hour. Y ou’ re unharmed by your
adventure, | takeit?’

“Largdy, yes”

The two men settled themsalvesin wicker chairs. Despite his obvious need to see Erasmus, Skye
gppeared curioudy reluctant to speak. He kept shifting in his chair, looking as though he were about to
begin—but then demurring.

Erasmus did not know what he could say that would alow the man to overcome hisreticence.
“Mr. Hattery, 1... Oh, whereto begin?’ the empiricist muttered.

“1 know the Pdliers Lady Chilton showed me belonged to you,” Erasmus prompted.

Skye looked at him obliquely.

“Yes? Well, you aso went down into the cave in the company of Kehler and Hayes. | don't know what
they might havetold you.”

Erasmus nodded. He had assured Hayes he would keep his confidence.

“Wewere trapped in the cave for saveral days—a section of the roof fell in, you see. For most of that
time we were convinced we would die there—taking anything said to the grave. | don’t think they would
have broken their word otherwise.”

Skye nodded. “Indeed. Under the circumstances | cannot hold them responsible. I’ m only glad they
survived, for it was partly due to methat they cameto bein that cave in thefirst place. Perhapsthey told
you this? Hames, but itisalong story.”

“I have learned of anumber of things: the story of Compton He vth and the Stranger; Baumgere's
discovery of the crypt and his search of the caves; the Pdliers, of course.”

“Andwhat did you find in the cavern?’ Heleaned forward, his gaze fixed on Erasmusin anticipation.
“What was it Baumgere sought?’

Erasmus sat back in hischair. “We found nothing but a section of a cave never before explored. We
amost found our desths. Asto Baumgere—I had hoped you might tell me. What was he looking for?’

Skye nodded, sucking air through histeeth. “Exactly. What?" He shifted in hischair again. “1 believe he
was searching for the way to the land of the Strangers. He wanted to know from where they had come,
for the Stranger of Compton Heath was but one. There were almost certainly others.

“Y ou saw the painting of the man crossing the bridge? Y es? It depicts the Compton Heath Stranger, I'm
certain. He passes over abridge from one world to another, and what awaitshim? A dark carriage, just



asthe carriage came for the real Stranger.” Helooked steadily at Erasmus. “Wasit Eldrich? Isthat what
you think?’

“I don’'t know for certain, but it seemsvery likely.”

“Then mages wereinterested in these things. It is not surprising; but why, do you think?’

Erasmus shrugged. “ The affairs of mages are amystery to men, Lord Skye. If these Strangers came from
somewhere dse— Well, the mages were dmost al possessed of an enlarged curiosity, something that
I m sure you understand.”

“Of course, but from where did they come? That isthe question.” He rose out of his chair, agitated, and
went to look out the window, hands on his hips, hisfrock coat thrown back. “ Baumgere seemed to think
that the entire myth of Faery resulted from the vidits of Strangers. Do you redize what such athing would
mean to our concept of the cosmos?’

“May | ask you aquestion?’ Erasmus ventured. Skye faced him. “By al means”

“Thereisagroup interested in such things. I have only met two of them. A man named Banksand a
young woman who goes by the name Anna Fielding. Sheisunique looking, hair afaded red... 1 can't
think how to describe her.”

“Looks as though she has had part of her life drained away? Part of her very being?’

“Yes, that'sher. She'sin her early twenties, mid-twenties at the latest, though she does ook drained. 1
have never seen anyonelike her.”

Skyereturned to his chair. He appeared ill, now, and lost in thought.
“Obvioudy, you' ve met her.”

“Yes” Skyesad softly, “or at least | assumeit was she” He rubbed his hand over the chair’ swicker
arm. “It was an odd thing. | went to visit afriend at her home...” He proceeded to tell Erasmusthe story
of meeting Anna, though it clearly unsettled him. When he finished, he sat brooding as though he had
forgotten the purpose of hisvisit.

“It was an even stranger mesting than you redize,” Erasmussaid. “1 think Eldrich arranged it.”
“Shewashisagent?’

“No. Shewas the precise opposite. Sheishisenemy, or at least that isEldrich’ sbelief. Centuriesago a
renegade apprentice of amage—a near-mage—made off with some texts that had belonged

to hismagter. It was during the war with the church so the attention of the mages was focused
elsawhere. This man created a secret society, the purpose of which wasto learn the arts of the mages.
To eventudly riva them. Annawas amember of that society.”

“What? Are you saying that centuries later these people persst?’

“Not the same people, obvioudy, but others. Their descendantsin purposeif not in blood. Y ou were put
into danger—from Mon-crief—so that Annaand her colleagues would save you, thereby reveding
themsdves”



“That is preposterous!”

“So it would seem, but the mage uses people without them ever redlizing. Y ou see, the followers of
Teller—that is how these renegades are known—practice augury. They had avision of you, Lord Skye.
Init you opened a gate for them, and beyond stood a man who held abook of lore... and other
talismans of power. They had to keep you safe, you see. Y ou were to open a gate to knowledge and
power. That is how they reveded themsalves to Eldrich, who sought them out to destroy them.”

“Y ou're serioudly suggesting that | wasadupein Eldrich’ s plot. That he would use me s0? A manin my
position! | can’t accept that.” The man placed both feet firmly on the floor and leaned forward, elbows
on knees, hands about hisface.

“Neverthdess, it istrue. Eldrich cares nothing for rank, nor even genius. He would toss away aman’slife
for hisown purpose without qualms. Indeed, he would dedl with the King this same way, should it suit
him. Mages are above the laws and morality of men, or so they believe. Y ou were used, Lord Skye, as
wasl.”

Skye stared at him now, hiseyeswide, lip amost trembling with rage. 1 appeared somehow in the
augury of these people? Isthat what you' re saying?’

“Precisdly. They catch glimpses of events that might cometo be, but these are filtered, somehow, filtered
through the recesses of the mind so that they emergein symbols—visions. Y ou have the Peliers. What
did Pelier do but somehow catch glimpses through time?’

Skye said nothing for amoment, suddenly cam. But it was more than calm—he was shocked into
Slence.

“Lord Skye? Areyouwell, Sr?’

Skye nodded, still saying nothing, then he rose dowly and went to stand before the window again, his
shoulders drooping alittle. He took severa deep breaths of the cool air. “ Have you seen the wandering
dar?’ he asked, hisvoice both soft and weary.

13 Yaﬂ
Skye nodded. “Do you know my history, Mr. Hattery?’
“I’'m sure everyone in Farrland knows something of your story.”

“1 find that surpassingly strange, but nonethel ess let me acquaint you with it again. There are somefew
things of which most are unaware.

“1 was an orphan, taken in by akind family. At fourteen | fell from ahorse and apparently lay near to
death for severd days, and though | recovered, the memory of my life before that timewaslost. The
physcianssaid that in time 1 might recover some of what was|ogt, though it wasfar from asure thing.”
He rubbed hisfingers over the pam of his other hand as though trying to erase the lines. “ And memories
do cometo meat odd times. Occasiondly in dreams, but often waking. 1 cannot explain these for they
seem to be brought on by certain emotions, asthough my fedlings at a particular moment are so like those
of apast timethat some shard of memory catchesin them. More oftenit isjust the emotion—or a
memory of emotion—and the incident from my past remainsjust out of grasp.” He shook his heed, lifting
ahand to his brow. “However, odd fragments of memory come to me, and they are truly strange. They
are of my younger years, but not of my adopted parents home. Most often 1 have visions of astrange



city that'l cannot identify. Or 1 have what seem to be memories of ideas—as though they are not truly
mine. Thelaws of motion cameto methus, and many other thingsaswell. And in my dreams| sometimes
fly through theair...” Hefdl briefly slent, oddly distressed by this confession.

“1 have had dreams of soaring likeabird,” Erasmus said, fedling he must reassure the man somehow.
“And certainly, when inspired, many have said it seemed knowledge they had dways known.”

“Y es, but these dreams and waking memories are S0 consistent, as though 1 spent my youth in another
land. Much has been made of my manner of speech—it almost seemsto be dightly accented.

A result of my accident, everyone assumes..." Helooked at Erasmus over his shoulder, the starlight
turning hismane of hair to silver, hisface pae as snow. "Words come to me. Words no one has ever
heard. They have no meaning, yet they are words nonetheless. | can fed that they roll of my tongue with
great ease. And thereismore. | remember characters—written characters—that 1 have never before

“Likethosein Pdier’ spainting?’ Erasmus asked.

Skye looked back to the window, shaking his head. “ No; unlike them. But neither are they like any script
| know.”

Erasmus struggled to make sense of Skye swords, to understand what disturbed the great man so. “Do
you think you' re having visonslike Pelier?Isthat it?’

Skye shook his head, pressing fingersto hiseye sinner corner. “Perhaps...” He paused, taking along
ragged breeth. “But | fear it ismadness,” he whispered.

Erasmus was stunned by this sudden admission. “Y ou have the most celebrated mind of our time, Lord
Skye. Certainly your thoughts seem lucid, utterly logicdl. And if you are having visons... celebrated men
and women have experienced the same. The mages practiced augury. Pelier was not entirely alone.”

“Pdier went mad, you know—sdf-murdered.” The great empiricist raised ahand, touching fingersto the
glass. He pulled his hand away suddenly, animating his dumping frame. “ Do pardon me. It was not my
intention to burden you with... this”

Erasmus did not fed it aburden, though he didn’t understand why Skye had chosen to confide in him.
Didit explain the earl’ sinterest in Pdlier? Or was there something more?

“Y ou cannot know what it is like to lose part of your life—your childhood. Y ears gone, and these
fragments of memory—memories or dreams—floating up. They are like ghosts, but ghostswithin. All so
very strange.

“Do you know there are no records of my birth? | wasafoundling, or soitissaid. Though | havetried, |
cannot find who my true parentswere.” He hesitated. “I am amystery to mysdlf. A stranger, in my own
way.” Hefdl slent again, moving hisfingers over the glass, over the reflection of hisface, Erasmus
redized.

“Y our parents have passed through?’



“Long ago.”

“Had they no friends? Someone must remember your arriva at your parents home. They had servants, a
nanny?’

Skye continued to move hisfingers, dmost tenderly across the cold pane.

“Nonel canfind. The servants| remember had not been with the family long—my parents were not easy
on their domestic staff.” Erasmus could fed the man’s burden of suffering in the sllence. Asdistressing as
Erasmus own.

“I—I"m not sure why you have told methis”
“Noram|.”

Silence again. Skye dropped his hand, but continued to gaze at the glass, at hisreflection and the
darkness beyond. He turned toward Erasmus, not meeting his eye. “I’ ve taken enough of your time, Mr.
Hattery. Excuse my ramblings. Y ou and the others are safe—that’ s the important thing. Pleasures of the
evening to you.”

Erasmus barely made the door to |et the man out, and once Skye had gone, he found himself staring at
the same window as though something would be reveded to him there, or he would see what Skye saw.
“How very odd,” he whispered. “What had he meant to tell me?’

Certainly Skye had been wrong about one thing. Erasmus knew precisely what it wasliketo lose his
childhood. But what had Skye said?“/ am a stranger—in my own way. ”

Erasmusraised his hand to the glassto smear the dick of condensation and watched his reflection distort.
And what wasthat he saw? A faint light? A wondering star?

Chapter Seven

The brook they camped beside chattered incessantly, the clatter of rocksrolling in the streambed.
Aromatic pines scented the breeze and rippled in the gusts along the hillsides.

The beauty of the surroundings went unnoticed by Anna. She stared at the roughly drawn map again,
considering. Could she make her way from here?

Her guide assured her that it was smple, the landmarks unmistakable, but till, she was born and bred to
cities and tame countryside, not mountains and wilderness. She gazed over at her deegping guide, the
wind tugging & hishair, sun burnishing hisyoung face.

“The deep of grace,” she whispered.

He had been the woodsman she' d met upon escaping the cave. After Hasey’ s sacrifice, she had
returned to him, remembering his boast that he knew the hills better than most men knew their gardens. If
he' d only redlized where hisimmodesty would leed.

Annafolded the map with tenderness, asthough it were the last | etter of abeloved.
“Give me gtrength,” she whispered to no deity in particular. “If | am to survive, thisiswho | must be.”
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In her yearswith Halsey and the others, she had been spared so much—so many burdens the others had
shouldered.

“If  anto survive,” shewhispered.
She looked again at the young man, his face softened by deep. So content and trusting.

They had lain together the three nights since she had found him again. Anna had not protested. It felt
good to be held, to have afew moments of oblivion, escape from her sorrow. There had been some guilt
in her surrender aswell, knowing what the future might bring.

[/ cannot tarry, shetold herself. / am hunted.

Shedrew along bresth and forced herself to cross to her companion, sinking down by his head. Gently
she smoothed hisbrow. Gently.

“You will dways have your hills” she whispered, but he did not stir.

Whispering phrasesin Darian, she produced asmdl, silver blade. A tear fell onto the young man’s cheek,
running off asthough it were his own. In aquick motion she cut the carotid artery, pulling her hand away
from the blood, watching it spread out onto the ground.

The brook sang its hollow song. Rocks clattering over rocks.

She put ahand to her face for amoment, horrified by what she' d brought hersdlf to do. The knowledge
that she was|eft no choice did not comfort her. A flutter, and her chough landed on asaddle, watching
the proceedings with keen interest.

Dipping her fingersin the warm lake of blood, she made marks upon the man’ sface, upon his chest. She
spoke wordsin Darian and chanted mournfully, tears till falling onto his cheeks and mixing with the
blood.

Therite lasted the morning. Time she did not have, but she was not yet as callow as amage—as cadlow
as she would have to become. Fire consumed the body, and smoke drifted up into the hills, releasing the
woodsman to his mountains and the unfettered wind. “Y our spirit will dwayswatch over thisglen,” she
sad to the flames, the twisting pillar of smoke.

The ash she gave to the brook, to the river it would become, the distant lake, and then, one day, the sea.

“Youwill return asrain,” she said, asthe brook turned the gray-white of spawn. “Or lie upon the hillsas
sow.”

The chough bounced from rock to rock in the racing brook, intent on what she did, inquisitive, its
intelligent eye aglitter.

“Yes, | have become amongter, too,” she said to her familiar. “ As cold of heart as the carrion crow,
Swooping down upon the innocent to pluck out their eyes.”

“Chuff,” the bird said, releasing the single syllable with such conviction that one would think it an entire
sentence, the articulation of avian thought.

“Thisman would have been my betrayer,” she said to the bird, her voice abit plaintive. “If | had let him
go, thefollowers of Eldrich would certainly have found me.” She paused, the chough's cold eye meeting



hers. “But why do | tell you? Y ou don’t care what atrocities | commit—do you—cousin to the carrion
crow?’

Thebird tilted its head, Staring at her one-eyed, as though struggling with the language of humans, then
suddenly, dipped its blood-red hill into the murky water.

For amoment she stood appalled, then she thrust her hand into the milky waters and drank, tasting the
salt of blood, the bitterness of ashes.

Chapter Eight

Asthe morning sun lifted, aline of shadow and light descended the hillside, illuminating eech treelikea
greenflame.

Erasmus had wakened in darkness, too troubled to deep, and at thefirst sign of gray, had stepped out
into the sanitarium’ s sprawling garden.

“| have become atroubled man,” hetold himsdlf.

He was troubled that morning by more than just the visit of Percy Bryce. Histhoughts had turned to the
countess, as though her company were ahaven from the madnessin which he found himself.

As soon as he had been able, he had sent a note to her, but no reply had come, and the silence was
beginning to magnify his growing fedings of isolation. Certainly, she did not hurry to visit himor bring him
comfort, and Erasmus was beginning to accept that it was but anight’ sindiscretion, soon forgotten—by
the countess, at least. ‘ The dove-gray wing of morning.’

Erasmus, seated on a bench, turned to find Clarendon looking down from nearby steps, his wolfhound,
Dusk by hissde.

“Ah, Randall! Isit Faldor?‘Awash in dew drop stars,’ or some such thing. Isthat the line?’

“Very nearly. You dept no better than 1, | takeit?” Clarendon put a hand on the great dog’ s shoulder as
if to reassure him that Erasmuswas afriend.

“I managed afew hours, but then woke and could not stop my fevered mind. And 1 fear | havelittleto
show for so many hours of concentration.”

Clarendon came down the stairs, favoring hisinjured knee alittle. He lowered himsdf to one of the
benches, Dusk sSitting close by. The dog had found his master somehow, or perhaps having heard of
Clarendon’ s escape from the cave, some kind soul had brought the dog up to the sanitarium—either
way, the beast had bardly left his master’ s Side since the two had been reunited. “I have seldom
experienced such indecision mysdf. We are being asked to take so much on faith. Could Eldrich not
have provided even the dimmest of explanations? If the mage has perfectly good reasonsfor pursuing the
followersof Tdler, could he not at least have said s0? Given us some judtification? Farrelle s ghost, but |
am not oneto be bullied, | will tell you that. It isnot my nature to make decisions out of fear—or
ignorance. One would think amage would be wiser in the ways of men.”

Erasmus nodded. So one would think. “The mages have long used fear, or promise of reward, to
motivate those who did their bidding. It would gppear they think uslittle more sensate than beasts. They



only seem to exhibit subtlety when manipulating those who are unaware. Asthough thereis chalenge
enough, then. I’'m afraid, Randall, that we'll get no more explanation than we have. Whether we accept
the priest’ sreasoning, that the followers of Teller are agreat danger to usdl, isthe question.”

Clarendon nodded, reaching down to gently massage hisknee. “Yes. If Kehler had not corroborated
some of what the priest said, | would rgject his explanation outright. The man isthe greatest blackguard |
have ever met—and he has his own reasons for wanting to destroy Anna. | think him as capable of
vengeance asany mage!” He paused, obvioudly tired yet, searching for histrain of thought. “Kehler,
however, has forced meto have second thoughts. And there isthis entire matter of the disappearance of
the mages. The only explanation | have heard that makes senseisthat they are erasing magic for fear of
the harm it will do sometime hence. Even
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Kehler had read about their augury—a cataclysm.” He met Erasmus’ gaze. ” Do we accept the truth of
this and go seeking Anna’ s destruction, or are we merely grasping at any explanation that will alow usto
survive? Are we motivated by cowardice?”

“| can’t imagine that you have ever been motivated by cowardice, Randall. Whatever your decision, it
will reflect your integrity and courage. 1 confess, 1 trust your judgment in this more than my own.”

Clarendon looked a Erasmus for amoment, lost in contemplation. “Mr. FHattery, 1 journeyed with you
down into the cave and saw you prove your courage repeatedly. Beyond al doubt. Who among us
swam the Mirror Lake? Led the traverse above the falls? And went into the water-filled passage in the
end? No, your courage is not in question. One act in childhood, Mr. Flattery does not make the pattern
of alife. Every man among us, I’m sure, has some act that they regret—that they fed was not an act of
bravery. Therest of uswere fortunate that our small acts of timidity resulted in no seriousinjury to those
we thrust forward. No, you will not choose out of cowardice. 1 worry more that you might choose
unwisdly for fear of being timorous. That isarea danger and you must guard againgt it, Mr. FHlattery.”

Erasmuswas surprised at how grateful he was for thisvote of confidence.

“Tel me, Mr. Hattery,” Clarendon began, his voice dropping, “what do you think we found down there?
Oh, 1 know, it wasthe buria chamber of Landor, but wasit somehow a passage? The gate to Faery,
that Baumgere sought?’

“1 believe Anna suggested as much, though why we should accept anything she said astruth 1 don't
know. But certainly it seemslikely. It marked the place where the first mages emerged into our own
world. Emerged like the Stranger of Compton Heseth; if you believein the Stranger...”

Clarendon nodded. “What choice have | but to believe?’ he said softly.

At that moment atal woman appeared beow them, walking aong the edge of the man-made lake. She
appeared to be seeking others, looking in at every bower, at each bench. Erasmus could almost sensea
desperation in the way she moved.

Erasmus found himsdlf risng from the bench to watch her. This movement caught her eye and she
stopped, staring up at Erasmus and Clarendon. Quickly she began to toil up the smdll rise, and amoment
later she appeared at the stairhead.

There she paused, as though suddenly shy or unsure of hersalf. Erasmus thought her amost interesting



woman; tall and well formed, yet her hair was cut likeaboy’s, her dress plain. In fact, now that he could
see her well, he thought her amass of contradictions: boyish; womanly; wearing abadly fitting dress of
cheap materias, but over that aknitted shawl of fine slk in subtle color and design. This could be no one
but the countess' friend, Marianne Edden.

Erasmusfdt the smile gppear on hislips. The countess must be here aswell, searching for himingde,
perhaps.

“Mr. Flattery, 1 hope?’ shesad.

“Erasmus Flattery,” hereplied, making aleg. “And you are Miss Marianne Edden, | takeit? Thisismy
friend, Randall Spencer Eman-ua Clarendon.”

She amiled at Randall, who made alow bow.

“Itisan honor, Miss Edden,” Clarendon said, “for surdly | have read al your books, some of them twice,
and | will tell you, they aredl improved by a second reading.”

Marianne nodded at this, hardly seeming to register the compliment.

“IsLady Chilton here, aswell?’ Erasmus asked, both relieved and entirely flattered that the countess
would cometo vigt him.

“No, Mr. Hattery. That'sjust it. The countessis gone. Run off. And | am worried beyond the ability of
wordsto describe...” She hesitated, glancing at Erasmus companion.

“Shdl | leaveyou?’ Clarendon asked softly.

“If you don’'t mind?’ Erasmus asked, and with a gracious bow the smal man brought his dog to hed and
was off.

Erasmusfelt the sudden need to Sit, dreading what Marianne might say next.

Marianne came and sat on the adjoining bench. “1t is strange beyond all measure,” she began. “ The
countess went off in acarriage at amoment’ s notice and left not aword of explanation. This

Sean RusHl isutterly unlike her, 1 will tell you. And thisjust aday or two after Averil Kent came by late
at night with the strangest story.“

“Kent? What has heto do with this?’

“Wall, itisnot ashort story, but 1 will try to explain. Y ou see, Kent had apparently seen the countess
entering a carriage outside our door late in the night. And she was dressed for the bed. He thought her
manner so strange that he made shift to follow her.” She went on to tell of Kent finding the countess
returned to the house, but appearing to deep sitting up, and then al that had happened since.

Erasmus only shook his heed, feding so utterly without resources, without hope in this matter. He had
been bardly apawn of the mage—someone whose life could be tossed away without the dightest
concern. What did this woman expect him to do?

Marianne had finished telling her story, and stared at him. “Has this been too much in your reduced State,
Mr. Flattery?’

“No, it isnothing to do with that. Were| at the peak of my powers, | would fed just as 1 do now.” But
he did fed suddenly ill, and weak beyond measure. He fdt hislimbstremble from just the effort of Sitting



upright. “1 will tell youin dl honesty, Miss Edden, that thereis absolutely nothing that can be done—and
no one regretsthismorethan |. Eldrich...” He groped for words. “ The mage is aforce of nature, Miss
Edden. Completely remorseless, and without regard for our laws or principles. Eldrich cares no more for
people than alightning bolt caresfor itsvictims.

“Whatever Eldrich wants from the countess, he will have. Flames, he can make awoman burn with
desirefor himif that ishiswhim. Thereis nothing to be done, Miss Edden, but pray. Pray—if you are
adle”

Marianne put her handsto her face, her eyesglistening. “Mr. Hattery...” shesaid. “Mr. Flattery...” but
no more.

“I hope Kent does not catch up to them. | wish 1 had been here to stop the man.” He hung his heaed at
the thought of the painter encountering Eldrich. “But it isunlikely that Kent will overtake them. Mages can
travel unnaturaly fast when they so desire, and never change ateamto doit.” He shook his head. “No,
Kentislikey safe”

Erasmus’ head spun, and he broke a cold sweat. Histhoughts

seemed to scatter, like aflight of doves released—amad flutter in al directions. At least Kent had
shown courage—born of ignorance, unquestionably, but courage al the same.

And what of Erasmus? Erasmus who had experienced the countess favors.

He shut hiseyes for amoment, trying to stop the spinning. There was nothing to be done. One did not
sneak into the house of amage and stedl away the fair damsel. Not in thisworld.

He thought of the countesslying closeto him, the scent of her hair, her perfect lipstugged into an
involuntary smile of pleasure and happiness. To think that Eldrich had Smply stolen her away— againgt
her will!

Marianne put ahand on hisarm. “ Can Eldrich smply abduct one of Farrland’ s most noted citizenswith
impunity? There is nothing anyone can do? Martyr’ sblood, isit the tenth century? Do mages rule the land

agan?’

“They have never abandoned their rule,” Erasmus said, “except to appearances. No, others have been
spirited away by amage and— But excuse me, | frighten you. Perhaps we are entirely wrong in our
thinking. The mageisvery likely treating the countesswith al repect. It is not impossible that she went
with him of her own accord. Mages can be very persuasive, even without employing the arts.”

The clearing of athroat drew their attention.

Erasmusturned to find Hayes standing at the stairhead.

“Y our pardon,” he said. “We have convened in your room, Erasmus.”
“A moment,” Erasmus said, nodding.

He stood, too quickly, and the world wavered.

“You arein the samelodgings?’ he said to Marianne. “1 will comelater if | can, or send word. Let me
think on this, MissEdden. I.... Let methink.”

They appeared dmost to huddle close in the room, as though they were back in the cave clinging



together for warmth and support. Only Rose sat apart.
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“What choice have we been |eft?” Hayes asked, the bitterness not masked by the quietness of hisvoice.

“Vey little,” Clarendon said. “1, for one, would not be ready to accept the judtifications of this
priest—who would stop &t nothing to see Anna dead—but for the word of Mr. Kehler.” He looked over
at Kehler, asthough asking for further confirmation.

Kehler nodded. “1 can only repeat my words of last night. There was some cataclysm feared by the
mages, and, yes, | do believe that iswhy the mages have trained no apprentices. | think it isvery likely
that Annarepresents a danger, and not just to the designs of Eldrich. But | am loath to turn her over to
Eldrich’sjustice.” Helooked at Erasmus now. “What if we wereto find her and then dedl with Eldrich?
Could we not ask leniency for Annain exchangefor giving her up to Eldrich?’

Erasmusfdt hishead shake. “1t might be very unwise, Kehler. Angering the mageislikdy to make things
worsefor all concerned.”

“But if Eldrich had no choice but to negotiate?’

“And how would you hold him to hisword?’ Erasmus asked. “L et me assure you, Eldrich would not fedl
bound by any agreement we reached. He will do as he pleases.”

“There are waysto hold even amageto hisword,” Rose said.
The otherslooked at the priest in surprise.

“The church made pacts with the mages in which both sides were bound to fulfill their part. It can be
done.”

“If we could find her, it would be worth attempting,” Hayes said quickly. “What say you, Erasmus?’

If we find her, Erasmusthought, | shall alert Eldrich by immolating myself-—a living beacon. Yet if
| refuse to search for her, | will face the justice of Eldrich.

“Evenif we agreeto try to treat with Eldrich,” Clarendon said, “thereis no way we can trust this priest to
keep to hisword. He has proven that repeatedly.”

“I seek only to protect my church, Mr. Clarendon, and despite what you think, | would derive no
satisfaction from Anna’ s suffering or death. | believe she does not understand the consequences of what
shedoes. No, | do not wish her harm. Let usfind her and then treat with Eldrich. | think Mr. Kehler is
right. Even amage must make bargains out of necessity.”

Chapter Nine

A prism of sunlight angled benesth the eaves, delineated in dust motes and by aluminous rectangle on the
polished floor. Particles moved within the geometry, their motion too languid to bered.

The awareness that thiswas no dream formed very dowly, and then crystalized suddenly. The countess
pushed hersdlf up on her elbows, redlizing that she was in the offending bed and wore not astitch of
dothing.

“Farrdle preserve us. What has been done to me?’



For asecond she shut her eyes, searching her memories. She had been sitting in the window, afraid to
proceed to bed, and had fallen adeep. A nightingae had been singing. And then Eldrich had appeared. ..
But had he redlly? It seemed most adream now.

But how had she come to bed? Try as she might, she could not remember. The countess clutched the
coversto her.

Why did | agree to this? The open window drew her eye. Could she dip away? Escape? Surely she had
not made the decision to come here of her own free will. She must have been bespelled.

A memory surfaced of the woman &t the roadside, and the countess collapsed back into the bed,
covering her eyes.

“l amavain, despicable creature,” she sighed. But she knew it was not so smple—therewasa
fascination aswel. She wasin the company of amage. A mage. A man whose powers and myth were
beyond understanding. A legend. And the last of hiskind aswell.

“Some women are only besotted with rogues,” she said. And though she had aways thought them fools,
she was suddenly abit more sympathetic. “Isit the danger, then?’

She did not know. It was amysterious attraction, like aspell perhaps, but often such thingswere. Or a
kind of madness. All she knew wasthat she had not the menta disciplineto turn her thoughts from
Eldrich for long. And her thoughts of him were dmost dl encompassed by questions. Who was he behind
his distant manner? What wasit that drove him? How did he manage the feats that he performed?

“And what does he want of me?’ she whispered. “ Or has he had it aready?’
A tap sounded at the door, and then it opened a crack.

“Lady Chilton?’

“Isthat you, Mr. Walky?’

“Yes, Lady Chilton; Waky. We are to make a beginning this day. Will you break your fast in your room,
or will you come down?’

“In my room, | think. We areto make abeginning... ? Of wha?’

“Your part inthe bargain, Lady Chilton. Thereislittletime and much to do. | will return immediately after
your med, if youwill dlow it.”

The fase deference grated on her. Shethought it highly unlikely that arefusa would be alowed.

“Until then, Mr. Walky.” Now what was this? Somehow she had not thought her part of “the bargain”
would be carried out with Walky.

Breskfast was ssimple but adequate. The countess found hersdf suffering alittle disappointment. Couldn’t
mages eat exotic fruit out of season, famous and long-ago wines with dinner? Could there not be some
sgn of these legendary powers? Or was the use of the arts for mere indulgence beneath Eldrich?

The countess held back her deeve and refilled her glass cup with
coffee. Lifting it, she remembered the sunlight pouring into the room when she woke. How likeliquid



within glassit had gppeared, dust motes moving dowly, amlesdy through theliquid light. Touching each
other only by chance.

Like humans, sheimagined. Floating through life with little thought or purpose, but see how the
light illuminates them for an instant here and there.

She glanced over a amirror and, given the circumstances, thought she looked remarkably hersalf. Not
tired or frightened. In fact her color was a bit heightened, as though she werein ablush of pleasure, likea
woman newly inlove. This caused her to color even more. Her dark tressesfell in lustirous curls, and her
eyes, set too wide apart, appeared gray thismorning, for they changed with her mood and the color of
her surroundings. Men wrote poems praising her eyes—and her mouth, which was full and sensuous. She
shook her head. What aterrible vice vanity was. A foolish weakness, and the countess knew that, in all
the ways that mattered, she was no fool.

A familiar tap on the door drew her attention.
“Mr. Waky? Do comein.”

The rotund little man appeared, and she found hersalf smiling. How like a caricature he was—or like a
character in achildren’sbook. A bit distracted, disheveled, but there was something morethere... Had
Erasmus suggested the man’ s memory was not quite sound? The countess thought it unlikely. He would
not till serve the mageif that were the case. Eldrich would not be one to put up with incompetence. No,
Erasmus must have been wrong—~but then he had been only achild.

Waky hovered by the door.

‘I'm quiite finished—well, except for my coffee. Would you careto join me, Mr. Walky? They have
provided another cup.”

“Kind of you,” Waky mumbled as he took the second chair. The countessfilled his cup, which seemed
to fluster him alittle. He was the servant, after all.

It was only then that she redlized Walky had set abook on the table—a book with an ancient leather
binding, itstitle faded to unintdligible hints of gold.

“So, Mr. Walky, what isit we shall do?’ the countess asked as casudly as shewas able.
Walky tilted his head to one side and looked at her quizzically. “Y ou do not know?’

Shetried to hide her embarrassment by sipping her coffee. “Lord Eldrich hastold me nothing.”
“Nothing? Even yet? But you agreed...”

She nodded, not surewhat to say. Yes, an intelligent woman can make a foolish bargain. Do not
look so disappointed.

Walky’ s eyebrows lifted, and then settled as his brow knit in concentration—as though he had little time
to spare for contemplating the folly of others. He placed a callused hand on the book, gently. “We areto
begin your studies, Lady Chilton, and hereis our reader. The primer, or more properly, Alendrore
Primia—thefirst book of Landor.”

The countess had begun to lift her cup, but put it ungently down, staring at the book. “Erasmustold me



that, whilein the house of Eldrich asaboy, you left abook in the schoolroom. A book writtenin a
strange language and filled with odd diagrams and drawings. He said that when it was discovered that
he' d had the book, he was punished.”

Walky did not look at her but nodded dowly, gazing a his hand on the book. “ Punished? Y ou need not
worry, Lady Chilton. It isthe mage swill that you begin your studieswith me.”

“Towhat end?
“Best you ask that of Lord Eldrich, Lady Chilton.”

She nodded at the book. “Y ou are not redly so forgetful, are you, Mr. Walky? And books of the arts
are not left lying about for schoolboysto discover.”

Walky did not answer, but continued to stare though his focus was inward now.

The countess reached out and placed a hand softly on Walky’sarm. “Tell me honestly, Mr. Walky, will
Eldrich use me so heedlesdy? For surely Erasmus was supposed to discover the book—to suffer some
terrible regret dl these years, though what purpose this served | cannot imagine.”

Walky had become utterly till. She could fed the muscles of hisarm tensed benesth her fingers, yet he
did not move hisarm away.

He has not known a tender touch in who knows how long, the countessrealized. How old isthis
man and how long has he been living a monk’ s life in the service of Eldrich?

Shefet hismuscles relax suddenly, and his eyes pressed closed. He sagged alittle, as though something
at his center collapsed.

“Please, Lady Chilton,” he said, the condtriction of his chest squeezing the wordsflat.

The countess gazed at the man, who seemed suddenly to be suffering, pressed hisarm gently, then let it
go.

Mr. Waky removed his hand from the book and sat back in his chair amoment, careful to keep his gaze
cast down.

“The primer,” he began softly, still not meeting her gaze, “isthefirst book in the study of the arts”
For along moment the countess heard no more. The study of the arts.

Chapter Ten

do't

The baggage made a pyramid of battered lesther in the corner of Sir John’s room: amonument to his
resolve, for hewasin no hurry to return to Avond. Having been abandoned here by Bryce, Sir John had
been tempted to prolong hisvisit. Even afew days without worries of Bryce appearing at his door would
be agreat gift. Shirking duty was not, however, in Sir John’ s nature.

Bryce... Andto think he had asked Sennet to find out what he could about the man! Sir John was
certain Sennet had not uncovered the truth, or anything like it. Bryce served the mage, and o, indirectly,
did Sir John. A thought that invariably caused him such anxiety that his hands shook and blood drained



from hisface, leaving him swesting and dightly disoriented.

“Dinner,” he said doud, intentionaly turning his mind to matters more appeding. It was unfortunate that
Kent had run off on hisfool’ s errand, it would be good to have company this evening. But Kent had his
obsess on with the countess driving him—driving him to ruin, Sir John was certain. Poor fool. These
artigtic types, they were s0... capricious. Kent would cometo regret it.

Sir John pulled on afrock coat of roya blue and regarded himsdlf

inthe mirror. Still a passable-looking man, younger in gppearance than most hisage. A woman could do
worse, hewas sure.

A banging on the lower door interrupted his self-appraisa, and he watched his face sag as the confidence
drained away. “It isonly the landlord, cometo be sure| need no help.” Sir John took alamp and
descended the stairs, unbolting the door.

“I am hardly aghogt, Sir John,” Bryce said. “Y ou need not look so. Will you not invite mein?’

Sir John tried to regain his composure. “ Certainly, certainly. | am surprised, asyou see, asyou had left so
aoruptly...”

Bryce pressed past him, pounding up the stairswith his customary energy. Sir John struggled to keep
pace, the light swaying around them in the narrow stairwell.

Bryce eyed the smal mountain of baggage. “Just intime, | see. But what have you done? Purchased
another wardrobe? Y ou had less than haf thiswhen we came.”

“It belongsto afriend, I'm carrying it back to Avond with me.”
“What friend isthis?’ Bryce asked.

Sir John hesitated, amost certain thisinhumanly precise man would catch himin alie. “Kent. Averil Kent.
He srun off somewherein his pursuit of beauty.” Sir John shrugged. “Artigts...”

“Ah.” Bryceturned achair dightly and took a seat, Sir John' s deception apparently unnoticed. “ Matters
have changed, Sir John, and we have need of your services again.” Bryce spread his hands and touched
thetips of the fingerstogether. “ Thereis awoman we must find. Find at al costs. She goes by the name
of AnnaFidding, though shewill not likely be using that name now. Fortunately sheis uncommon
looking: about twenty-three or -four, above average height for awoman. Her hair is straight and
long—ypeast the shoulder—and the oddest shade of red-blonde; as though it had been drained of color, or
faded from too much timein the sun. *Washed out,’ is how one described it. But it does not stop there:
her entire appearanceisthe same, as though she has had some of her life drained away, yet her manner
beliesthis, for sheisasvitd asany her age”

“Isthis not the young woman said to have gone down into the

cavern after Erasmus Fattery and the others?* Sir John thought to cover his discomfiture with a
question.

“Thevery one”
“But none of her party emerged. | have heard that Flattery and hisfriends said they dl perished.”
“Shedid not,” Brycesaid firmly.



Sir John shifted hisweight to his other foot. “What am | to do?’

“You areto go to the Admirdty, to dl of your most influentid friends. This woman must be found and,
above all, must not escape by sea. The ports have to be watched, watched as never before.”

Sir John stared at Bryce. “And how am | to accomplish this? Am | to tell the Sea Lord that an unknown
gentleman must havethis girl for unknown reasons? Flames, Bryce, | cannot perform miracles!”

“Tell them whatever you must. That sheisacrimina. That she has stolen something from one of
Farrland' smogt influentid citizens—which she has”

Bryce shook his head. Hewastired of it. Utterly exhausted by thelie. “Why do | not smply tell them the
truth?” he said, suddenly abit bresthless. “ That Lord Eldrich wants thiswoman for his own reasons.”

It was the only time Sir John had ever seen Bryce taken by surprise. No matter what happened now, he
had that satisfaction, at least.

Bryce touched the corners of his mouth with finger tips, then he dmost smiled—an act Sir John had
thought unnatura for him. “ Sir John, Sir John. Curiosity can be the greatest curse of man.” Brycerose
from his chair, pacing across the room, the soft touch of his boots on carpet, then the brittle sound as
they struck wood.

Bryce turned suddenly on Sir John. *'Y ou were better off not knowing, you redize?”
“So parentstd| their children, but ignoranceisacurse, | believe.”

Brycefixed him with his unreadable look. * Eldrich wantsthiswoman found,” he said firmly. “It would be
very unwise of you to try to back out of our arrangement now.”

“Y ou need not threaten me, Mr. Bryce. | understand my posi-
tion. But you ask amiracle of me. | am not the King's Man, after al.*

Bryce gazed at him intently for amoment and then moved to the writing desk, uncorking theink bottle
and taking up a pen. After amoment he motioned for Sir John, and removing asmall box and athick
sheef of papersfrom his coat, placed them with the newly written |etter into the knight’ s hands. “Take
these,” hesaid. “You will ddiver them to alodge on the road from Castlebough. Y ou see, | have drawn
amap.” Hewent over the directions so that Sir John could not mistake them.

Sir John looked at this, and the folded letter in hishand, “1 have sedling wax,” he said.
This appeared to amuse Bryce. “Read it, if you like.”

Sir John hesitated amoment, not sure why, then he unfolded the paper. But it was no script he knew. He
heard his breath catch and he looked quickly up at Bryce.

“He will want to spesk with you, Sir John. Y ou may not think ignorance such acurse, then.”

Chapter Eleven

When she watched his hands, she thought of adancer. The movements were so fluid, the long, elegant
fingers so sure. Even performing simple acts, like unstopping the bottle, they seemed to perform adance.
And everything he touched, he touched so lightly, as though the force commonly used by men was never



required of amage.

Eldrich tipped the bottle into the mortar and out tumbled small seeds, like peppercorns. Hetook up a
pestle and began to crush them, releasing a pungent fragrance into the air.

“The seed was carried here by the first mages and has been cultivated by my kind ever since. It isthe
most precious commodity in the known world, for without it there are no arts, no *‘magic.” One may
study the artsfor alifetime and have talent in abundance, but without the seed to rel ease that talent—"
He continued to move the pestle, crushing the seed to powder, his beautiful hand moving in dow rhythm.
“Thedixirisamplicity itsdf to make, that iswhy we guard the seed above dl ese. It isdesth to touch
this seed without the express permisson of amage. In my household only Waky may handleit. Teller
gtole seed, for which hislifewas

to beforfeit, but he escaped us.” He continued grinding the seed to afine powder.

The countess began to fed distinctly uncomfortable, though she was not sure why. Asthough shewere
afraid her hand might dip, and she would touch the seed and pay the arbitrary price.

“When the seed isfirst taken, waking dreams often occur. Some of these are ‘visions,” though that
depends upon the nature of one' stalent. One will often begin to dream vividly when adeep, aswdll. Itis
good to note such dreams down when waking, for one can never be sure of their significance and they
are soon forgotten.” He stopped and stared down into the mortar. Satisfied, he lifted the steaming kettle
off itshook over the fire and poured water into cups. Taking up the mortar and a dagger, he apportioned
the powder into the cups, stirring them with the blade. The countesswatched it glint in the candldight, a
little mesmerized by the movement.

“A transformation isinitiated by the seed, for the path from man to mage is not merely through learning. It
ismore profound than that—profound and irreversible.” Helifted one of the cups and, leaning forward,
et it before her. The second cup heraised, his dark gaze upon her.

“Me?” shesad, findly redizing that thiswas not to be a mere demondtration. “But | am no mage's
apprenticel”

He continued to regard her. “No, but in thisworld you are the closest thing. Do not drink it al in one
rush, but Spit dowly your firgt time. Y ou might find the experience abit overwhelming otherwise.”

The countess drew her hands back off the table. Transformation? What in this round world was he
talking about. “1 did not agreeto this.”

“Indeed, you did. Y ou simply did not ask what our bargain entailed.” He held out his cup asthough
about to offer atoast. “ Raiseit,” hesaid, themusicin hisvoice suddenly very cold.

She found this command so chilling, so utterly disturbing that she moved her hands so they dl but touched
the cup.

“It is dso the seed which lengthens on€ s years and preserves the vigor and appearance of youth—like
the apples of immortdity.”

“But there was a cost to obtaining those apples,” she said softly.

“Thereisawaysacos. The seed is habituating. Y ou will requireit. There are other effects aswell, but
these can be mitigated. Think of it, Lady Chilton. Y ou have but to drink, and you will avoid the fate you



saw at theroadside. Thefate of al those who do not die young. Theruin of age, theloss of physical
powers, of one smentd acuity, of memory, of one' spast. It isaloss of dignity, Lady Chilton, the likes of
which most cannot imagine... until it isupon them. But not for you. Y outh. Imagineit. | am a century and
athird old. A century and athird. Fifty yearsago | looked no more than thirty.” Heraised the cup to his
lips, hiseyes till on her, and then they closed—in pleasure, she thought.

She touched the cup, felt the warmth through its ancient glaze, for the cups themsel ves seemed very old.
For amoment she stared down into the rising vapor, asthough trying to see her future. The redlization
that this was a decisve moment, perhaps the decisve moment, of her life settled into her like glacid
waters.

Thereis no road back, shetold hersdlf, numbness flooding through her being.

Sheraised the cup with two hands, for it had no handle, and inhaled the vapor. Her hands trembled as
the rim touched her lip, and adrop spilled upon her dress. Closing her eyes, she tasted the liquid. It had
no flavor she could name, though it was pungent and spicy.

She swalowed. And again. Theliquid seemed to flow warmly throughout her body, asthough it raninto
the veins, driving out the numbness.

And then the dim room grew suddenly dark. She walked among thewalls of aruin, acastle or some
great edifice. A moon rose above atoppled tower, and a hawk flitted from ledge to lintel overhead.
Columnsrose up or lay shattered on the ground. Asthe moon rosg, it reflected on a pattern set in silver
into the sonefloor.

The beauty of the pattern struck her—intricate scrollwork winding among the precise lines of ageometric
pattern. A silent wind rustled her dress. It was only then that she noticed the quiet of the place. Even her
own footfall made not asound.

SKkirting the pattern she went on, deeper into the ruin. At abalustrade looking out over amoonlit valey
she found aman, asmall falcon perched upon hiswrist.

For amoment she stood, afraid to approach. But then he turned dightly, and she saw that it was Kent, an
aged and wrinkled Kent. For amoment he gazed directly at her, but registered nothing. Even so, she
could see the sadness and loss in his eyes—as though she looked through them into the desolate valley

beyond.

“Wheream |, Kent?’ she asked, but he turned back to the valey, the bird fluttering up from his
outstretched arm.

A shadow moved among the columns, someone tal and stooped. “Lord Eldrich?’ shetried to call,
though her voice emerged thin and weak. Thefigure blended into the shadow of acolumn, leaving her
unsure of what she had seen.

[ am alone. Alone but for a silent, aged Kent who cannot hear when
| speak.

For amoment she collapsed on afalen column, overwhelmed by sadness. Tears appeared, running
down her cheeks, but when she went to rub them away, she found tiny, pear-shaped diamondsin her
hand. They glittered in moonlight and shrank away, dissolving on her palm, leaving her skin cold where
they hed lain.



“Flames,” she heard hersaf whisper.
Surprisingly, shefet no fear, only avague disquiet and uncertainty.

Thisisavision, shetold hersdlf. You have taken king’ s blood and walk within a waking dream. No
harm can befall you.

She entered around courtyard, though perhaps it had once been achamber, itsroof worn away long
ago. In the center stood afountain, empty of water and filled with spiderwebs, the strands silvered by
moonlight. A sculpture of pale stone rose out of the welb—a woman bent back benegth her lover, her
face half-formed but lost to passion. Her lover bent over her with both tenderness and passion though
she could not understand how both these states had been conveyed.

“Itisnot me,” the countess said, her voice trembling. She pressed ahand to her heart and felt it beating
wildly. “Itisnot Eldrich.” But the man’ s face was obscured, and she could not say.

The bird that had perched upon Kent’ swrist alighted on the edge of the fount and regarded her with its
unsettling gaze.

She skirted the sculpture, averting her eyes, but it drew her, and she glanced that way again. It had
moved, she was sure, asthough

animated by the dow passion of sone. She fled through the first opening that offered itsdlf.

Here she came upon a second balcony, and looked out over the moonlit valley. A lake shimmered in the
distance, but the valley was in shadow. Trees, she thought she saw, perhaps hedgerows, and here and
there regular shapes that could be houses or the structures of men.

For thefirst time she heard sounds, alow dirge, like monks chanting. The sound seemed to float up to
her from agreat distance, and then she saw the singers—men bearing alitter up a blue-shadowed Sair.
They passed through a shaft of moonlight, and she could seeit was abier they carried, and the Singing
was indeed a dirge—alament of great power and sorrow.

“What king isthis?” she whispered, for somehow she was sure that such music could only befit aking.

A breeze moved her hair and seemed to whisper next to her ear... auraldlauralelaural . . . Shelooked
up a the sky, filled with stars, their light diffused into soft haloes. The heavens seemed to be spinning
dowly, and she turned to follow. Fagter it went, and the world tilted beneath her. Shefell.

“...lauraldauraldauraldaura ...”

A hand rested lightly on the countess shoulder; she could fed the warmth of it through the fabric of her
dress.

He is touching me, she thought. Every finger was distinct, and her breath caught. The hand was so lill.
Only amage could remain so motionless.

She opened her eyes and found she lay upon adivan in the great room, asingle candle tremblingon a
table. Eldrich sat near her head, one hand resting on her shoulder. He was awake, she was certain by the
sound of his breathing. But shewas so tired. .. Her eyes shut of their own accord.

“What do you want of me?’ she whispered.



“What did you dream?’ he asked, ignoring her question.

“| saw Kent standing on a balcony beneath amoon, looking out over a shadowed valley. A hawk rested
upon hiswrist. A pattern of moonlight was woven into the stonefloor...” She struggled to remember, to
remain conscious. “ And adry fountain filled with spi-derwebs held a sculpture of awoman... and a

“Y ou knew them?’

“No,” she said quickly, then remembered to whom she spoke. “ The woman might have been me. The
hawk lighted upon the fount as though it required something of me and | fled. Out onto a second balcony.
Below me men chanted, a sad lament, and bore abody upon abier. Only aking deserved such music, 1
thought. Only aking, yet there was no greet train, no procession. Only ahandful of men, asthough this
king died in exile. And then the stars began to spin, and | fell.”

Eldrich said nothing, and shefdt hersdf fdling awvay.

“If it wasavidon, doesthat mean | foresaw adeath?’ she managed.
“Perhgps,” Eldrich said softly.

“But whose?’

“Seep,” Eldrich said. “ Slegp in peace, and |et dreams trouble you not.”
Chapter Twelve

—X—

KENT walked through the night, through the moonlight that passed over the land like a searching owl.
Hisincreasingly lame mount dowed him, as did the shadows of hillswhich flowed acrosstheroad in
black pools.

And then the darkness began to pae, giving way to atill dawn, filled with the sllence of calling birds—a
world contained within apearl.

The stableman looked askance at this city dweller who brought his horsein so injured, riding foolishly by
night. Kent hardly cared what anyone thought, only let him st and est some food, then he would have
energy to fed abashed.

Hetook atable in the near-empty common room, and leaned his head back againgt the wdll, closing his
burning eyes.

Food and coffee arrived after amoment. Guests came down to break their fasts, the men stepping out to
check on the readiness of carriages. The travelers were bound for Castlebough or another scenic town,
some few going to the border beyond and down into Entonne. They had that air of anticipation and
release that people on journeys so often displayed. A great contrast to his own State.

The painter leaned his head on his hand as he ate, dumping in hischair.

/ must look in a sorry state, he thought, and though his appearance was usualy important to him, &t that
moment he did not care. How far ahead was Eldrich? Too far to ever be caught by natural means? The
entire endeavor seemed even more foolish by the fresh light of morning than it had in the darkest hour of



the previous night.

Kent rides off to slay a mage and win the hand of fair lady. Flames, but hewaslikely making a
perfect ass of himself. Luckily there was no onethereto see.

“Kent?

The painter |looked up.

“Sr John!”

“Kent, thisisasfar asyou' vetraveled?’

Kent nodded sheepishly as Sir John took aseet at histable. “Have you been watching Eldrich?’
Kent shook hishead. “No, they must be in the lowlands by now.”

Sir John fell quiet, breaking eye contact abruptly. “Ah...”

“And what of you, Sr John? What' sled you to be traveling by night?’

“I was called away suddenly,” Sir John said.

Kent eyed him. “A servant of the mage passed me as| traveled—I heard him speaking to hisdriver. It
occurred to me later that this might be the man with whom you had dedlings. Is it business of the mage
that you are on?’

“No, judt... busness” But the words had little strength in them.
“Wadll, at least | shall have atraveling companion until our ways part.”

“But, Kent.” Sir John stared down at his hands folded on the table, hanging his head like a man suddenly
ill. “Kent, | don’'t go to Avonel.” Hetook along, uneven breath. “Do not ask me more.”

Kent sat back againgt the wall, gazing at the suddenly wretched man. What does he do for the mage?

“Will you want your carriage back?’ Sir John asked, forcing his gaze up, shaking off his mood.

“No. | should travel faster by horse. Y ou managed through the night with those wretched lamps?’
“Yes wdl enough.”

A servant came, and Sir John asked for amedl. The medl wasinterrupted only by smdll talk, neither man
speaking hisred concerns. Findly, as Sir John was about to rise, Kent put ahand on hisarm. “Isthere
nothing you can tell me? Do you know where the mage has gone? Where he has taken her?’

Sir John tugged hisarm gently free. “ Kent, there is nothing you can do. Nothing anyone can do.” He
leaned closer so that no one else might hear. 1 have been forced to dissemble once to keep you from
harm. | shdl not get away with it twice. Kent... | imploreyou, givethisup.” Sir John swept from the
room, the eyes of everyone on him, wondering what disagreement beset these two gentlemen.

The road wound its way aong the bottom of ahigh valley awash in the trand ucent green of spring. The
breeze fluttered leaves and the sunlight caught them like sparkles on the sea. Kent sat hishorse at the
valley’ s head, watching. Histrap, which bore Sir John, appeared in agap in the trees, then disappeared



benesth awave of phosphorescent green.
“Have you been watching Eldrich?’ Sir John had asked.
The mage was nearby—it could mean nothing else. The countess was here, somewhere.

Sir John must know | follow, Kent thought. But is he going to meet the mage? Certainly Sir John had
never encountered Eldrich before; hisfear the night they had seen the mage proved that. There had
aways been an intermediary... But at the recent inn, Sir John had looked almost as frightened as he had
the night above Baum-gere' s home, though thisfear was overlain by resignation.

What, other than amage, could inspire such terror?

Kent nudged his horse forward, out of the shadow of the trees. He felt like aknight riding into hopeless
battle. It was one thing to pursue amage with little chance of ever catching him, and quite another to think
that he might actually come face-to-face with thisterror. Whenever these fears gppeared, he would think
of the grati-

tude of the countess, and thiswould drive him on, eveniif it did not drive the fear away.

The shadows of the hills sundialed across the valleys, and the sky tones softened to near-pastels.
Darkness was not far off, and yet Sir John hardly dackened his pace. Kent would catch glimpses of him
between the green seas of hills.

The painter began to wonder if he had misread Sir John atogether. Perhaps he was not going to meet the
mage. Kent wasn't sureif hefdt dismay or rdlief at this, for his own courage ebbed and flowed by the
hour.

Occasondly hismind would stray to what Eldrich might be doing with the countess, and the pictures that
gppeared in hismind caused him such anguish that the resultant anger would solidify into resolve. For an
hour he would not care what Eldrich might do to him.

The limb of the sun bobbed on the crest of awestern mountain and shadows stirred in the depths of the
forest—restlessfor release.

Kent pushed his mount forward now, wanting to close the gap between himself and Sir John. Would the
man travel in darkness? Kent still wondered how he had managed the previous night.

“The mage and his servants have no need of lanterns,” he said doud. A sign, surely, that Sir John's
Stuation had changed.

Kent topped arise which provided along view of the road ahead, but there was no sign of Sir John.
“Martyr'sblood!” Kent swore, and set histired horse to race the gathering darkness.

Sir John brought histrap to a stop before the lane Bryce had marked on his map. Stepping down to the
grass he paced quickly forward, looking into the degpening green of the wood. The lane wound into the
trees, revealing no sign of men or habitation.

“Farrelle preserve me,” he whispered. Sir John had never dudled, but he was certain approaching a duel
would be no worse than this.

He thought serioudly of climbing back into his carriage and hur-

rying on, down into the lowlands. On the coast he could take ship for some foreign port—escape.



Escape Eldrich.
But some part of him knew thiswas impossible. One did not escape amage.

Hefound his breath coming in short gasps, and his hands shook alittle. His horse snorted, and Sir John
jumped, whirling around.

“Take hold of yoursdlf, man,” he muttered, trying to calm his heart.
With utter resignation he climbed back into the trap and set off down the lane, into the heart of the wood.

It was only a short distance to the lodge, which stood in the midst of alawn and aseemingly abandoned
garden. Thelast light of the day found itsway here, creating long shadows, like incursionsinto the world
of light.

The lodge was stone and dark wood, and Sir John was certain that if it had been inhabited by anyone
else, it would not have had such athreatening air.

Sir John could not imagine what would befal him here, but in his heart he knew that hislife would never
be the same after this night—as though he were about to make a pact with adevil. Flames, but he wished
he had never met Bryce. Better ruin, both socid and financial, than this. He was about to become the
servant of amage!

But you have been one for some time, he reminded himsdlf, athought that brought no comfort.

He stopped the trap before the main entrance. As he stepped down, the door creaked open and amild
looking, silver-haired servant appeared.

“Who areyou, Sir, and, pray, what is your business?’ the man asked.
“Sir John Darymple. Mr. Bryce has sent meto ddiver aletter.”

The man nodded, and disappeared insgde. The ordinariness of the servant’ s gppearance and manner
made the Situation somehow more macabre.

Although it was only amoment before the servant returned, twilight rose from the trees, shadows
bleeding out acrossthe lawvn, enveloping everything in their path.

The servant held aloft alamp. “Comein, Sir John,” the man said asthough it were not an invitation to
give up one ssoul.

The lodge was not well lit inside, and though it was acommon structure for its service, it took on amore
ominous appearance for its darkness.

The servant led him quickly on, saying nothing. They saw no one else, as though the place were empty
but for the mage and this one aging manservant.

Sir John forced himself to go forward, his nerve very near to breaking, but he had passed a threshold and
there would be no turning back now.

Asthey cameto ahall below aheavily built sair, the servant bid him wait and disappeared down a
hallway, leaving Sr John with only thelight of thefaintly flickering hearth.



He sat on ahard, wooden bench, and without warning, bile burned up histhroat as though hisrising fear
had spilled over. Farrelte’' s flames, man, he chided himsdf. Eldrich isn’t going to murder you.

The hollow echo of footsteps sounded somewhere above him, faling lightly, then descending.

Could this be the mage? Sir John wondered, and though he wanted to rise, to greet hisfate standing, he
ghrank back into the shadow, fighting to catch his breath.

A faint glow tripped lightly down the stairsto hisright, touching each step in turn before it pilled onto the
polished floor. The footsteps followed, hardly more substantia—as light asagirl’s, but even and

purposeful.

The lamp appeared, and then its bearer—awoman darkly dressed, long tresses swept back from her
beautiful face by slver combs.

She passed the cowering figure of Sir John without the dightest notice, and carried on down the hdl, like
an gpparition.

The Countess of Chilton, Sir John redlized, and he hadn’t the wit to spesk, to ask after her, asany
gentleman should. Again he choked on hisown hile.

You are still of use, hetold himself. Bryce came to you with instructions. They're not done with you
yet, so you are safe from harm.
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The flamesin the hearth flickered and pulsed, like atiring heart. Sir John felt his dim hopes fade with the
dying light.

A door opened, and alamp appeared in the hallway the servant had taken. Footsteps reached him, loud
in the silence—two setsthistime. Asthe servant neared, Sir John could see that another followed behind,
just on the edge of thelight.

Thistime he forced himsdlf to hisfeet, sanding bent, his knees none too steady. The servant stopped
before him, and the second man came into the light—asmall round man of amost comical aspect.

Weas this the great Eldrich?
“lamWaky,” thelittle man said. “Y ou have aletter from Mr. Bryce?’

Sir John nodded, speech having abandoned him, and reached into his coat for the missve which he
proffered in atrembling hand.

Walky took it, paused as though contemplating Sir John, said softly, “A moment,” and then followed the
servant up the gtair. The lamplight retreated after them, flowing up the treadslike abride strain.

Sir John collapsed back onto his bench, saring at the embers glowing in the hearth, alone flame that
whisped up, wavered, and wasinhaed into the glow. He waited in the dark, watching for the return of
lamplight, listening for footsteps. For some moments he sat, his growling bowel the only sound.

“Have you never heard that amage waksin perfect slence?’ cameamusica voice, and involuntarily Sir
John threw himsdlf hard against thewall. A shadow on the last stair might have been aman.



The hearth erupted into flame, but the shadow on the stair remained untouched by the light.
“Have you any ideawhat Bryce wrote?’ the shadow asked.

Sir John could not speak but only shook his head.

Silence, asthough agreat beast contemplated him—wondering if he would be worth eating.

“He believes that you cannot gain the support | require from the powersin Avonel—at least not of your
owninfluence...”

Sir John was not sureif it was a question and remained frightened into sllence. Had his use ended? Was
that why he was sent to Eldrich?

“I’'mwaiting...” camethe musica voice, perhaps touched by amusement.
“I would not gainsay,” he gasped involuntarily, “Mr. Bryce.”

“That isyour answver?’

Sir John nodded.

The shadow stepped to the floor, and though it crossed before the fire Sir John saw nothing but a
gathering darkness which passed silently down one of the unlit halways. The flamesin the fire died away,
returning Sir John to the dark.

He moves without sound, Sir John thought. Could be standing beside me at this moment. He
pressed himsdlf back into the wall, half-raisng his hands asif he would ward off ablow.

Footsteps sounded again, lamplight lilting down the dairs.

The servant and the small man appeared.

“We have prepared aroom,” the smal man said, his voice not unkind.
Sir John nodded, but he found he could not rise.

“Sitamoment,” the man caled Waky said. “Many find their first meeting with the mage. .. srangely
overwhdming.”

The two men waited in utter silence, as though there were nothing odd at al in the situation.
Findly Sir John pushed himsdf up and, though not perfectly steady, thought he could go on.

Hefollowed the others up the stair, terrified at the thought that he was expected to spend the night
here—in the house of the mage. But to what purpose? Had he proven himsalf unworthy with his
admisson? What would be done with him?

He clutched therail asthey went, up to alanding and open halway. A door stood gar emitting a soft
light. Here they stood aside and let Sir John enter. A lamp and fire burned within.

“Thefire will take the dampness from the room,” Waky said. “Y ou will find everything you need here.
Sir John,” he said, making sure of the other’ s attention. “ Do not leave your room, and | say thisfor your
own safety. If you need anything at dl, ring the bell. Do you wish food?’

Sir John shook his head.



“Then | bid you degp well.” He turned to go.
“But,” Sr John hesitated, “what will be donewith me?”’
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Walky shrugged. “Only the mage knows,” he said, and the two men went out, closing the door firmly
behind them.

The wandering star appeared, atiny flame in amother-of-pearl sky. Slowly the opaque dome dissolved
to theinfinite depths of night, and starsflickered into focus. Kent stood, immersed to the shoulder in the
edge of the wood, hisfield glasstrained on thelodge. He' d found the lane, open gate, and the Sgns of Sir
John’ s passing. Having hidden his mount he made hisway through the twilit wood.

Histrap stood before an outbuilding, proving him right—Sir John wasinsde. But wasthiswherethe
mage dwelt and, more importantly, was the countess here? Kent hoped with dl hisheart to find her inan
open window and whisk her away before even the mage redlized what had been done. But most of the
windows were dark, and those that displayed feeble light never framed a silhouette, |et lone one so fair
asthe countess.

Kent stepped out onto the lawn, for moving through the wood made far too much noise, and dipped
quietly aong the edge of the trees. At the back of the house he scrutinized each window, with the same
result. One would dmost have thought the inhabitants adeegp—perhapslike the old tale, adeep for a
hundred years.

He passed behind the stable and paddock, arriving at the lodge s far side. The windows here provided
no more information than the others. From far off ahowl floated through the trees—not an uncommon
sound inthe hills at night, but with Eldrich at hand it sent achill through Kent. For along moment he froze
in the shadow, listening like afrightened beest.

small bird,” the countess said, ”like ahawk, though more colorful. It hovered before my window.”

“A kestrel,” Eldrich said. “Itisasmall falcon. | saw one at the edge of the wood today—and did one not
appear inyour vison?’

“A

He nodded, as though giving his gpprova, though his gaze was far away.
“What will happen now?’ the countess asked. “Will it... cometo me?’

“A familiar isnot apet,” Eldrich said, shaking himsdf from hisreverie. “Y ou might lose sight of it for days
at atime—but if you are agitated, angry, frightened, it will appear. Not just then, of course, for it
performsaduty. In times of danger you will seeit, and you will know. The familiar has been caled a
reflection of the soul—buit | think it is more like a shadow. Imagineif you stood with your back to the sun
and looked down at the earth—and you saw the shadow of ahawk... or awolf.”

Eldrich began to eat again—something that he did with little Sgn of pleasure. Wine he gppeared to
enjoy—but food seemed amere necessity. The silence returned, the silence in which he seemed barely
aware of her. She watched his hands as he manipulated his utendls, the long fingers curling around the
bowl of hiswineglass, white againg red.



The countess thought he had the most e egant hands she had ever seen, dmost articulate in their
movements. Thefingerswere long and fine, certainly the hands of an artist. A shiver coursed through her
at the thought of histouch. She had begun to dream of his hands, hands reaching out of shadow and
caressing her.

She glanced up at hisface; hislarge eyes appeared to be focused on something unseen. His presence
disturbed her, especidly in the silences, and this often forced her to make conversation.

“I have noticed something else; my throat... It seemstight, somehow. | fed it when | speak—though not
dl thetime”

Eldrich barely nodded. “ Yes, it isthe king’ sblood,” he said, his voice reaching out and brushing her
intimately. “It will giveyou avoicelike... thereisno description, for it ishardly human. But we will keep
your voice as youthful and mdlifluousasit isnow. | will spesk to Walky.”

The countess nodded. She had barely seen Eldrich sincetheir arrival here, and now she found him
strangely subdued. Oh, he was as remote as ever—that had not changed—but the arrogance that so
offended her was largdly absent. He seemed like a man in mourning—as though he had lost someone
closeto him.
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Thisimpression was only offset by the two occasons during the meal when she had found him staring at
her. Theintensity of his gaze had unsettled her completely. She had known such looks too often to
wonder what they meant.

He desires me, shethought. Despite all of his feigned indifference, he desires me. She felt awave of
warmth sweep through her core and her face and neck colored. If she had been standing she would have
wavered.

“What isit he wants of me,” she had asked Walky, naively.

“He will tell you in his own good time, Lady Chilton,” Walky had said, but she had an answer, here.
He wanted this, and something more. The something more was what frightened her.

Hedesresme, yet stedds hiswill to resist. Shefet her head shake, overwhelmed by confusion of thought
and feding.

Eldrich reached out and drew a sheaf of paper toward him, holding his hand upon it as though
contemplating the content.

“From Mr. Bryce,” he said suddenly, pushing the paperstoward her.

Hedid not say if shewasto read it or not—for al she knew it might have been an explanation for his
sate of distraction—but she took it up and began to read.

It was along letter running to severd pages, precisein the extreme, from the hand through the
observations, which were few but stated with avivid clarity. The letter retold the tale of Erasmus and the
otherswho had gone down into the cave and dedlt at length with achamber they had

discovered—L andor’ s chamber, they called it—and the escape of awoman named Annawith the seed
of theking'sblood.

A few days earlier the countess would not have understood, but now, as a somewhat-unwilling initiate in
the seed, she redized thiswas a cause of the greatest concern.



Eldrich lifted hiswineglass while she read, abandoning al pretense of eating. Walky camein and stood by
slently, asthough senaing his master’ s need.

“What doesit mean?’ the countess asked at last, mystified by what she had read. “Who was Landor,
and why did he leave seed buried far beneath the surface?”

Eldrich looked like aman so overwhelmed that he was about to
take refuge in wine. She could not imagine the mage acting in this manner. The mage!

“Landor...” Eldrich said, staring out into the descending darkness. “ Landor was among the firsds—he was
thefirgt. First and most skilled of the mages who journeyed to Farrland from beyond. Why did heleave
seed? For those who wished to make the journey back from whence they came. | can think of no other
reason. But it isdifficult to say what Landor might have planned, for helived so long ago that he has
become amyth. Y et it was Landor who found the way—the way by darkness. Landor who led the
others, and laid the foundations for the artsin these lands.” Eldrich paused, lost for amoment attempting
to seeinto the past. “All of thisisof little more than scholarly interest now. Thiswoman, Anna, hasthe
seed— Landor' sseed...” Herocked forward in his chair and stared down at the table, unsettling her
with the strangeness of his manner. “It isadisaster beyond any | had contemplated,” he whispered.
“Morethan adisaster.” He shook his head, beginning to raise his handsto his face as though in horror,
but he caught himsalf and stopped.

“Have | been so unworthy, Walky, that | should be punished s0?” he asked, not even glancing &t his
servant.

Walky shifted from onefoot to the other, hiswrinkled face etched with concern. “It is not a matter of
worth, asyou wdl know,” Walky said. “It isthe seed, Sir, it isthe arts themsdlves, struggling to live. They
are like aman being suffocated; hewill find his greatest strength just beforethe end.” Thelittle man shook
hishead. “The artswill not pass away without astruggle, sr. We havelong known it.”

Eldrich said nothing for amoment, then nodded agreement. “No, they will not.” It was amaost awhisper.
A sudden ferocious howling brought Eldrich half out of his chair—not startled, but dert.

A moment later a servant gppeared. He said nothing at al, but Eldrich dropped his napkin on the table
and he and Waky quickly followed the man out.

The countess found she could not continue with her meal and went to the double doors that |ooked out
onto the lawn, hoping to see what al the commotion was about. Although she could hear voices, there
was not alantern or light to be seen.
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“What has happened now?’ she wondered aoud.

The voices faded avay and she heard only footsteps crossing the lawn—the servants, not Eldrich, she
knew.

Will | walk so silently one day?

Voices rumbled down the hall and into the room, no words dis-cemable. Shefound hersdf gravitating
toward the door, desperate for some clue as to what went on in this house. Some indication of what
might be expected of her.



Quietly, she opened the door alittle wider, leaning close, listening. She even dared to peek for asecond
but could see nothing at the hallway’ send. Then, very digtinctly, she heard her name; and from afamiliar
voice, too.

“My word,” she whispered, but before she could pull open the door to go out, footsteps sounded, and
grew louder. The countessretreated into the room, taking up her wineglass.

Whose voice had she heard? Not Sky€e's. Erasmus? That seemed most likely.

A moment later the door swung open and Eldrich came in— followed by Kent, of al people. Kent who
had warned her to flee.

She knew immediately why the poor man was here: on her behaf. Now what would be done to him?

Eldrich paused, glancing back at the painter, who looked frightened near to collapsing. “ Do you know
thisman?’ he said, with more than alittle accusation in hisvoice.

She nodded. “Yes... But Kent, what are you doing here?’

“Heisrescuing you, 1 takeit,” Eldrich answered. “ Somehow heisunder the impression that you are not
here of your own choosing.”

The countessfelt near to tears, both from frustration with Kent and fear of what Eldrich might do. Some
part of her was touched aswell. What anoble fool the painter was, setting off to confront amage.

Kent looked even more like aboy than usuad—atruant, standing before his school master. Hisfair hair
wasin disarray, the skin around his eyestight with fear, eyes bright with hope. Standing near to Eldrich
he seemed smdll, dmost fragile. Shefeared he did not understand the gravity of hisSituation at dl.

“Kent,” she said as softly as she could, “your journey hasbeeninvan.”
Kent did not respond, but only stared at her, deeply suspicious, blinking back tears, she was sure.
Sheturned immediatdy to Eldrich. “What will you do with him?”

Eldrich shrugged, taking up his seet at the table again. She thought desperately for something to say,
something that would save the poor man. “Averil Kent isan artist of surpassing abilities, Lord Eldrich.
Can you not release him? HE Il promise to interfere no more. Won't you, Kent?” she said looking &t the
painter, imploring him with her eyesto agree.

As she went to speak to Eldrich again, he looked away, and she stopped on thefirst syllable.

Findly Eldrich looked over a Kent. “Do you paint?’ he asked, taking the countess completely off guard.
Kent nodded.

“Paint portraits of Lady Chilton and mysdf, and if 1 judge them worthy, 1 will release you.” He nodded
to Walky, who came forward to lead Kent away.

“But heisnot aportraitist,” she said, “and does he even have his painting box with him?” She looked
back at Kent who shook his head.

“Everything he needs can be found here. Apparently much of the‘art’ that graces these walls was painted
by some taentless member of the family.” Heturned to his servant. “Walky,” he said, needing to give no



more ingtruction than that.
And Kent was led out, looking like achild-crimina leaving the court—and not to freedom.

The countess turned back to Eldrich, but he was no longer in his chair. She caught aglimpse of his
shadow asit dipped slently out onto the dark lawn—the shadow of awolf.

D

espite the hour, Walky arrived soon after the countess summons. He looked a bit concerned as he came
through the door.

“Issomething wrong, m’'lady?’ he asked, perssting in his use of the ancient form of address.
“No, nothing, but | wish to speak to Kent. Isthat possible?’

“It would not bewise, m’'lady,” he said shaking his head.

“I see. But would it be forbidden?’

“Only Lord Eldrich could say, m'’lady.”

The countess glowered at him for asecond, but could not keep it up. Thelittle man looked so genuinely
sorry that he couldn’t give her the answer she desired.

“Will hebedl right?” she asked very quietly.
“All right, n7'lady?’

“Yes, will Eldrich... harm him? Kent did not mean to interfere. It was only concern for my welfare that
brought him here. Eldrich can hardly blame him for that.”

Walky knit his brows together and looked at her, tilting hishead alittle. “But heisthe painter, Lady
Chilton. Thefirst good sign we have had in days. | hardly think he will be harmed. No, my master will
reward him—or so | should think.”

The countess hardly knew what to say. “ ‘He isthe painter’ ? Whatever do you mean?’

Walky shrugged. “Lord Eldrich has been awaiting the painter— and he hasfindly appeared. Do not be
afraid for Mr. Kent. No, there are other matters far more worthy of our concern.” And with that he
bowed and let himself out.

Chapter Thirteen

It was absurd to even contemplate deep, so Sir John sat at his window, open to the night, and stared out
at the shadowed wood, and beyond it the hills siThouetted against the stars.

Insects and frogs filled the night with their peculiar love songs, and anightingae held forth periodicaly,
the sound like bells tumbling down adistant waterfall.

A family of deer came out onto the lawn to crop the soft grasses, and a pair of fawns gamboled
awkwardly about the doe.



“What will he do with me?’ Sir John wondered. He pushed the window wide, a bresth of soft air cooling
hisface. When imagining the course of hislife, the young John Darymple had never contemplated an
occurrence such as this—held captive by amage.

“Perhaps you are merely aguest,” he suggested, as though he spoke to another—a guest who could not
leave, however; not even hisroom.

Would he see the countess again? The thought of an aly in this place was very appeding. If he could
gpesk with her, he could find out if Kent’sfearswere true, that she was here against her will— assuming
she knew her own heart in this matter. But it would be

good to know s0 that he might communicate thisto Kent if he met the man again—which seemed very
likely given recent history.

Suddenly the deer started on the lawn, held utterly still, then bounded off into the wood, passing quickly
into silence. Kent wondered what could have caused this action, but then he saswv—awolf padded
quickly acrossthe grass, head down, neck extended. Sir John felt his pulse quicken at the Sight.

What a ferocious beast, he thought.

And then there was a sudden crashing in the underbrush, and the branches of atree began to sway. The
wolf released aterrible howl, and legped at the trunk, twisting asit returned to the earth where it stared
up into the branches, howling pitilesdy.

Sir John dmost reached to stop up his ears when a door banged open and men erupted onto the lawn.
They kept their distance from the wolf, speaking in hushed tones, and then fell slent. Even the wolf
ceased its howling, though it held its pogition, trembling with anticipation.

A shadow gppeared among the servants, and Eldrich spoke to the beast, though Sir John did not know
the words. The wolf suddenly dunk away growling and muttering, casting glances back over its shoulder
at whatever had been treed.

Eldrich spoke again, thistimein Farr, adding a string of foreign syllables. The branches of the tree began
to shake and sway. A moment later afigure appeared in the poor light of thelawn, and even though it
was barely more than ashadow, Sir John knew immediately who it must be—poor, foolish Kent.

oir John did not know how much time had passed since Eldrich had discovered Kent, but certainly time
enough for any kind of revenge, and Sir John had imagined severd varieties, dl of them unspeskable.
Twice he had gone to the door, even placed hisfingers upon the handle, but the futility of it coupled with
Walky’ swarning kept him in hisroom. The thought of that wolf skulking the halswas enough to
suppress any noble act Sir John might contemplate.

He returned to hisview of the starlit garden, where he could discern very little but could imagine agreeat
dedl. What would the mage do to Kent? At least it gave him something el se to consider

while he waited, though the question had not changed but for the name.
What would he do to Sr John?

All thewhile his eyes played tricks on him. He thought he saw the wolf again, and then the deer, but
could be sure of neither. Wasthat the countess crossing through the shadow of the trees? He listened,
trying to parse the sounds of the night, searching for those that were human. A pale edge of light
appeared, like the glitter of moonlight on arailing. Thisline extended and bent suddenly, tracing thirty
degrees of arc, then bent in and crossed itself. Thiswent on for some minutes until afigure of some



complexity glowed on the lawn.

Moonlight on silver, or low flames of mercury. A shadow could be discerned now, moving dowly around
the pattern. A shadow Sir John had encountered before. Eldrich.

Sir John had crouched down below hiswindows so that he could just see over the sill, wondering if
Eldrich knew he watched. The arts were forbidden to men, after all.

Perhaps he does not care what | see because my use is done, Sir John thought.

A second shadow appeared, not so dark asthe first. Kent, Sir John wondered, but then the person
stepped into the pattern of silver light and shed her shadow like arobe. A raven-haired woman, as pae
asthe moon, for shewore not astitch of clothing.

Sir John heard his breath indrawn. The Countess of Chilton; it could be no other. Despite hisfear he felt
asurge of sudden desire.

The musical voice of Eldrich began to chant, and silver characters appeared inthe air briefly only to flare
into nonexistence. The pattern grew in brightness, rising up until the countess appeared to stand in the
center of an intricate silver cage. Themusical chanting continued. It echoed in Sir John’smind, as
disturbing asthe event he witnessed, yet he could not tear hiseyes away.

Suddenly the silver cage shattered, a sound like breaking crystal, and though not loud, painful to the ears.
A shadow lay on the lawn, whimpering, Sir John was sure. The darker shadow of Eldrich bent down to
bear the countess up, carrying her toward the house.

Sir John continued to stare at the dark lawn, the pattern burned
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into hisbrain. What had he seen, and why had it left him with such afedling of horror—and why did this
night linger 0?

Servants arrived an hour after dawn, bearing hot water and the other articlesfor Sir John’ stoilet. He had
barely finished dressing when aknock sounded on the door.

“y e
The door opened a crack, and the small man of the previous night looked in.
“Ah, Waky, isit?’

“Yes, Waky. Lord Eldrich will see you now.”

Sir John froze for a second, then nodded. He thought a condemned man might be alowed afina med,
but gpparently such traditions meant little to amage.

Hefollowed Walky down the sairs, dightly bolstered by the morning light streaming in the windows, but
only dightly. Fear was till tangible. He felt himsalf sweeting, though it was not overly warm, and that
swesat seemed to have an odd, sickly-sweet odor.

They cameto a set of doors which Walky opened just enough to alow aman to pass, and nodded Sir
John through, his countenance maddeningly neutrd.

Insde hefound alarge, bright room, but Sir John noticed nothing more, for his gaze fel immediately upon



Lord Eldrich, who st &t atable bent over a sheaf of papers, Spping coffee.

Sir John stood utterly till, trying to catch his bresth, wondering if he could hide any of hisfeer at all.
Eldrich languidly turned apage, and continued as though Sir John were not there. The small box that
Bryce had him ddliver sat upon the table, closed, its contents still a secret. Despite the fact that it bore no
lock, Sir John had not dared to openiit.

“Few have set eyes upon aliving mage,” Eldrich said without looking up, the musicality of hisvoice
strangely repellent now. What was he to answer? That he was honored? Eldrich continued reading. “And
fewer till remember it after thefact.”

The mage looked up suddenly and set his cup down, patting his mouth with asquare of yellow linen. “I
have need of the coopera-tion of the Farr government—meaning this man Moncrief | assume.”

Sir John nodded.
“Bryce explained what isto be done?’ He raised an eyebrow, not without humor.
“Y es. Thisyoung woman who goes by the name of AnnaFielding must befound.”

Eldrich nodded. “ Though surely shewill be using some other name now. To aid in this endeavor Bryce
will send you an officer who actualy met her, though he did not recal it immediately. No matter. She can
be identified by him. | am most concerned that she not take ship for theidand of Farrow. Isthat clear...
?Good.” He reached forward and picked up something from thetable. “Y ou will deliver thisto Moncrief
and await his response—which, unlessthe man isacomplete fool, will beimmediate and favorable. Heis
not acompletefool, ishe?’

“By no means.”

Eldrich sat back in hischair, clagped hishands, and eyed Sir John. “Bryce tellsme you are aparticularly
vauable and astute servant, Sir John, and Bryce is sparing with his praise. It occasondly servesmeto
have gentlemen in placesin society who are aware of whom they serve and might even have some small
knowledge of my larger purpose. Y ou are such aman, Sir John.”

Sir John bowed his head, partly to hide his own shock. “1—I am honored.”

“No, you are dismayed, but that is no matter. | trust you will serve me with utter commitment and
unwavering loyalty. Do you know what that means, Sir John?”

“| think | do.”
“I am not talking about the mere definition of the terms, you redize.”
Sir John nodded, confused.

Eldrich stared a him amoment, |etting the sSilence extend until it seemed it must fall. “ Loyalty unto degth,
Sir John.”

Chapter Fourteen
%
“*1didn’t likethe sound of it. 1 said, ’ Any man who wantsto

JL avoid the road returning to the lowlands is hardly to betrusted. ' Tisnot aman,’ my brother said, ’ but



awoman, and apretty one, too.' “ The guide patted the neck of his sturdy mount, blinking rapidly.
“Did hetdl you her name or describe her?’ Erasmus asked.

“Hesad only that it was awoman and that she would pay him handsomely.”

Erasmus glanced a Clarendon who nodded.

“Do you know the way they traveled?’” Erasmus asked.

The man nodded.

“Can you teke us?’

“I was going to set out in three days anyway. | thought Garrick to be back yesterday. He hadn’t intended
to take her dl the way, but only through the most difficult sections” He shrugged. “It islikely that he's
taken her farther than he first agreed. The paths through the hillsaren’t so clear asalowlander might
wigh”

“We need to find thiswoman—immediately. Can we engage you to take us?’ Clarendon looked very
intent. “But we need to leave today.”

“That'd be hard, Sir,” the youth said. He could not have been more than sixteen.

“Hardship isto be expected,” Clarendon said quickly, reaching into his pocket and finding three gold
coins. “Would this hasten matters?’

The boy’ s mouth dropped open briefly. “ Aye. But even o, it will be late in the afternoon.”
“Therewill befiveof us” Clarendon said. “I have my own horses and ouitfit.”
“Fivel” Thelad was dismayed.

“Don’'t despair,” Clarendon said, taking the boy by the arm. “Wewill dl pitch in, aswill my staff. Come
aong. WEll begin by seeing Mr. Tanner about horses...”

They went singlefile through the highlands, dong the narrow paths and hidden ways known only to
huntsmen and the fal coners who sought neststo rob in the high dliffs. Following therall of the hillsthey
passed through various bands of vegetation: On the ridges wind-scul pted pines, stunted and sparse, grew
out of rock painted with orange-and-green lichen; in the valleys they found spring flowers and lush,
deciduoustrees. Along certain streams grew a golden-leafed willow found only in the hills—there could
not have been athousand of themin all the world.

Pryor, their guide, stopped to survey the path again, as he had been doing off and on dl day. Erasmus
was surprised to find that pathsin the hillswere not asrare as he' d imagined. They had even passed
through two small settlements—Ilarge family holdings, he' d gathered, but still unexpected. No one had
seen Annaor Pryor’ s brother, which was not surprising. Annahad alifetime' s experience hiding
hersdf—if it was Annathey werefollowing.

But who else could it be? A woman returning to the lowlands secretly. Rose had argued that only two
should follow their guide into the hills, the others staying behind to search elsewhere. But it soon became
clear that Rose was determined to take this route, which made the others suspicious. Clearly the priest
was convinced thiswas Anna, though no one could guess why he was so certain.



Kehler worried that they werefollowing afalse trail—after dl, the guide, Garrick, had conveniently told
his brother where he was
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accidents.

Pryor searched among the bushes beside the trail, bending low to the ground, examining the branches.
From among the foliage he lifted his hand, teasing out something invisble—then aglint of red-gold twined
in hisfingersand trailed in the breeze.

Erasmus dropped to the ground and took the strand of hair, holding it up to the light.
He showed it to the others who al nodded—not even Rose showing any eation.
“Wdl, we know we re not being mided,” Kehler said. “Or, at leadt, it’ svery unlikely.”

Pryor took thereins of his horse and led them on, eyes scanning the ground. When he was certain which
path had been taken, he mounted again, and they traveled more swiftly along the valley floor, the new
leavesfluttering nervoudy in the breeze.

Annadtared at the hand-drawn map again, looked up at the peaks around her, then back to the map.
Nothing was where it should have been. She was lost. From her breeches she produced a pocket
chronometer and used it, with the position of the sun, to determine south. Unquestionably thisvalley was
running the wrong way. She had mistaken the pass, and now wasn't sure what to do. Retrace her steps
and hopeto find theright way, or carry on and see where thisled? Her map didn’t extend far enough to
tell her what lay ahead. The chances of becoming even more disoriented were grest.

“Chuff?” her familiar said, the syllable sounding distinctly interrogative.
“Back,” she decided. “We must go back.”

She checked her string of horses, mounted, and crossed over the small creek three times, muttering an
enchantment as she went. On her first crossing she tossed the wing bone of ahawk into the stream; on
the second, acoa black stone; on the third she let afesther fal. A feather from her familiar. It sailed off
on the current, fluttering on theripples, glinting in the sunlight.

At least shewould lay down afasetrail and confuse anyone who tried to follow, especialy by unnatural
means. Halsey had adways said that apparent lost efforts must be put to use whenever possible.

Thoughts of the others caused her to bend over in her saddle, asthough she werein actua pain. Grief
had its grip on her, she knew. She caught Chuff looking at her oddly at times—that intelligent glittering
eye. For abeast with avocabulary of asingle word it managed astonishing shadingsin its speech, and
one of those was concern. She was hearing this tone too often, now.

One could hardly be cheerful after what I’ ve been through, she thought. But till, it was adanger.
Grief led to brooding, and brooding took her focus away from the matter at hand: surviva.

Eldrich would be looking for her, and for the first time amage had astarting point; he knew where she
had come from. She was in more danger now than she had ever been—even escaping the cave.

Hewill learn that | have seed.



Did the mage know what lay in the cavern? Somehow she suspected he did not. He would never have
sedled the chamber off if he' d known what lay within. But once he learned, Eldrich would be desperate
to find her. More than desperate.

“But where would he think 1 have gone?’ she asked aloud, for that was the game. Each trying to
outguess the other. Does he know that | am aone? Did Halsey tell him there were no others?

Shetraveled, lost in both thought and place, until she passed asmall pool. Here she stopped for a
moment, tethering her horses so they could not sully the pool. It was near to sunset. Thiswould be her
camp tonight.

She gathered a handful of tiny white blossoms, and then firewood. For along time she sat by the edge of
the pool, thinking, / am stronger now, my talent deeper. There might be something to see. Not
merely darkness as there had been that night in the house where Hal sey died.

Thelast light in the Sky seemed to coalesce into stars on ablack field. Annatook along bresth and
began theritud, careful in its preparation. The marks on the ground, the figure that burned in her mind.
An eerieringing—the songs of stars. She stared down into
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she had seen.

Pain! Searing pain, asthough white-hot iron had been thrust into her brain. She wavered but held her
concentration. For an instant she opened her mind, regling toward the void, then cast the flowers onto the
water. Shefet hersdf collapse at the water’ s edge, like agreat bird too exhausted to land softly. She
heard herself crying. Nearby Chuff spoke his single word of fear, over and over.

Chapter Fifteen

The brusheswere inferior and the easdl not to hisliking, but under the circumstances such matters were
trivid.

You are painting to save your life, Kent reminded himslf.

Helooked at the portrait he had begun of Eldrich, feding more than alittle satisfied. He had been
alowed to make only one brief sketch of the mage, but the image was unusualy distinct in hismind, even
for Kent whose visua recall was particularly good. He suspected the arts at work in thiswere not entirely
hisown.

He had caught something of the mage' s presence, Kent flattered himself to think, for Eldrich seemed to
have adtill center of power— the cam eye of the ssorm. The darkly brooding visage had not been so
difficult—much could be done with shadow—~but even so the eyes were not quite asthey should be.
How did one portray agaze that penetrated even the walls of time? The thick black hair and dark brows
could not have been more in character for amage—as though an actor had chosen them.

“Yes” Kent said softly, “you may have imprisoned me, Lord Eldrich, but | have captured something of
you aswdl.”

He turned away from the portrait, back to the blank canvas sitting on the easdl, and fdlt the jangle of
nervous expectation. The

S ean Russdl countesswasto St for him, and should arrive a any moment. Of courseit was utterly
unnecessary that she modd, but he did not tell Eldrich that. Kent could recall the countessasclearly as...
well, there was nothing he could recall asclearly. Closing hiseyes, her image camevividly tomindina



hundred poses and varying moods. No, Kent did not require that she sit for him at al. But to see her and
speak with her again!

The door clicked and swung open, revealing the countess. She stopped as she closed the door, looking
intently at Kent, her manner anything but happy.

“Oh, Kent. Why were you so foolish?
Kent felt himsdf look down, his cheeks burning. “I thought... | thought the countess had been abducted.”

She continued to stare at him unhappily, and then nodded twice. “But asyou see, | am here of my own
choosing, and you have endangered yourself for naught.”

“I didn’'t know,” he said softly and looked up. “But how can you be sure that you have chosen to be
here? How do you know that Eldrich has not used his artsto influence you?’

“Because | know, Kent. Trust that thisis so.” She came across the floor to the chair that had been set
out for her, then hesitated as she arranged her skirtsto Sit. “But should this not be adivan? Y dlow with
new-world foliage and warblers, wasn't it?’

Kent felt the blood rise into hisface, but he nodded, |ooking down.
“It wasalovely portrait, Kent. Better than | deserved,” she said, dmost tenderly. “Thank you.”

Kent picked up abrush and palette, words suddenly seeming utterly inadequate. He began to paint
before looking at his subject.

Every timehedid look that way, the countess soft eyes were upon him. He could not believe what hope
he felt each time their eyes met, but there was no joy or pleasure in the countess' [ook, only anxiety and
sadness. Nothing to cause him hope at dl.

“What did you think to accomplish, Kent?’ the countess asked suddenly.

What indeed? Kent wondered. But he knew the answer—he was not that unaware of hisinner workings.
He hoped to provethe

depth and truth of hisfedings. He hoped to prove himsef worthy. Even though Eldrich might strike him
deed, shewould know.

He shook his head. One could not admit something so adolescent. “I hoped to learn the truth of your
disappearance—whether you had gone of your own volition or no. Beyond thet...” He shrugged.

This partid lie wasfollowed by total slence. Shedid not believe him, he knew.
“Youfollowed Sir John?’ she asked, giving up the censorious slence.

“Heisunharmed, 1 hope?’ The truth wasthat Kent had hardly thought of the man since the wolf had
treed him.

“To the best of my knowledge, yes.”
It was hardly reassurance. How much did the countess know of what went on in this strange househol d?

“Thislittle man, Waky. Ishethe man | saw handing you down from the carriage in Castlebough?’



“| assume s0. He isthe mage' s servant; not a house servant, but servant in the arts.”

Kent did not understand what this meant, but he continued to work. Thelight streaming in the windows
illuminated the countessin away he found particularly maddening. It was amost unfair that beauty should
be concentrated to such a degree in one woman. Unfair and baffling. Even as he studied her for the
portrait, the truth of her attraction eluded him. What was its source? Could he ever hopeto captureit as
it had captured him?

“Kent, do you know what has befallen Erasmus?’

“I...” Thephrasing of the question was distinctly odd. “He had not returned from the cave when | left
Castlebough.”

She looked down at her hands twisting the corner of her shawil.

“Isthere some reason for concern?’ Kent asked casudly, the memory of the countess and Erasmus
coming back—causing anguish and taking his breath away at the sametime, asit dwaysdid.

“ Something the mage said. Perhapsit meant nothing.” She realized she had Sarted referring to Eldrich as
Walky did—the mage. One can’t help but acknowledge his difference, she thought.

“What will happen... when | finish the portraits?’ Kent had
S ean Russdll begun to ask what would become of her, but felt he had no right to pose such a question.

“I don't know, Kent. | hope Lord Eldrich,” she made hersdlf usethetitle, “will keep hisword and release
you.”

“Y ou say that asif there were some doubt?’
She stared a him intently. “I don’t mean to frighten you, Kent, but heisamage.”

Kent nodded. And as such not bound by the mores of men. Unless certain rituals were performed, or so
the old tales said. A mage could be bound to hisword by the arts, though, if it weretrue, likely no one
aivetoday would know how it was accomplished.

Rays of sun created a danting backdrop of pure light to the countess' black curls, and Kent began to
paint the sunlight using brighter colors than he would have expected—yellows and near-white. Asthough
he were trying to heighten the contrast between the mood of the countess and the brightness of the spring
day— admost a contrast of seasons. It was one of those unforeseen occurrences that invariably filled
Kent with delight—a decision made on some other level, surprising for its Tightness.

He glanced up and found the countess hanging her head, as though absorbed in some private pain.
“Lady Chilton? Should we pursue this at some other time?’

She straightened up immediately. “No. The mage wants our portraits done with al speed.” Shetried to
amile. “Have | changed my pogition dtogether?’

Kent considered, shook his head, continued to gaze at her amoment more, and then returned to his
canvas. It might be true that the countess was here of her own choosing, but he had seen it— profound
doubt at this decision. Profound doubt and near-despair.

Chapter Sxteen



* * heulng,” the mage said softly. ” One of the bones of the forearm.” Eldrich turned the charred fragment
over gently. He had contemplated it for aday, consulting certain texts frequently. " Halsey was more
resourceful than 1 realized,” he said to Waky. "Men are so easily underestimated. It is alesson mages
have never learned. And if | do not learniit... 7

The house creaked around them, in the grip of the storm. A wind dropped down the chimney, setting the
firein the hearth fluttering. Eldrich continued to stare at the bone Bryce had sent. It lay in adusting of
black ash upon asquare of linen, so fragile that, |eft to the ements, it would be worn away in hours.
Hasey’' slast remains would vanish on thewind, as Tdler’ sfollowers had aways done.

“Resourceful,” Eldrich said, picking up thetrain of histhought, though not redly speaking to the
ever-atentive Walky, “but in the end he didn’t quite know what he was doing. His knowledge was not
complete—fortunately.” The mage sat back in his chair, looking up a Walky. “Bring me seed.”

| he mage ground the seed to powder, breathing in the aroma released when the husks cracked. From a
hook above thefire he took
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flare—even after dl these years—his eyes closing with pleasure, anticipation.

Hewatched the dow swirl of liquid as he stirred, the steam coiling up in thefirdight. Into the cup he
spilled black cinder scraped from the bone, watched it float, spinning on the surface, then dowly soak
through, turn dick, and founder. He gtirred again, muttering aline of Darian, and raised the cup to hislips.

“2 will know you now.”

Dipping afinger into the cup he bent to the floor and outlined his shadow, whispering thelines of an
enchantment, and felt himsalf begin to float. He drained the cup and stood, the storm breaking around
himinfoam and spray. Yet for al itsfury thewind barely rustled his coat. Eldrich walked acrossthe
rolling seas as though upon a dark, writhing landscape. Pale crests rose up, then toppled, tumbling to
ruin. Far off, bright wires of light shot from cloud to cloud or flashed deep within the ssorm. Eldrich
turned dowly, surveying the world, feding the turmoil—nhisturmoil. From long experience he knew one
must accept the reality—not argueit.

All around him was the rumble and hiss of seas as they raced and plunged to chaos and rose again. A
whal€e s back glided by, glistening, soume blown off onthewind. A storm petrel skittered acrossthe
surface, a prisoner of the wind.

“Where areyou?’ Eldrich whispered.

Beneath hisfeet aknot of kelp dowly rolled to reved aface; bone-white blossomsfor eyes.
No one he knew, Eldrich thought at first, but then. .. “Halsey? Have | found you despite dl?’
A wave crest tumbled to foam, tearing away strands of the kelp, bits of the lipsand jaw.
The mouth moved. “I have found you,” it said.

Eldrich felt himsdf lift on acrest, foam breaking around his knees.

“He' scomefor you, Lord Eldrich. Even now heis near. Nearer than you know.” The face grimaced, the
blossomsthat wereits eyesfluttering in the gusts.



“Who?’

But another wave fell upon the decaying face, tearing it gpart

and leaving nothing but a carpet of pulp and detritus spread upon the sea.
“Who has come?’ Eldrich said again.

Hewent on, not redlly walking but somehow floating above the seas that crumbled and lifted beneath
him. Thetaste of salt and king's blood, the bitter ash of Halsey’ s degth, fresh in his mouth— like blood
andiron.

Something dark before him. An enormous leviathan, he thought at firgt, but aflash of lightning reveded a
ship, thrown on its beam ends, foundering in the crashing sess, its crew washed away.

Eldrich stood upon the seas, and watched the great vessel heave up onefind time, then in arush of water
and escaping air, it rolled and dipped beneeth the surface, into the lightlessworld below.

For amoment Eldrich remained, his emotions as confused as the sea—horror, and wonder, and fear.
Therewas nothing but visons of deeth.

Then heredlized the top of amast bobbed in the water, dmost vertical, a pennant or scrap of sail
fluttering from itstip. He went closer, drawn to see the flag, but afew feet away it became a coat worn
by asalor clinging to the last fragment of ship. A dark, little creature, shadow-eyed and light-limbed, not
quite human. It eyed the mage warily, curling back its lips and hissing as Eldrich approached.

The mage hesitated.
A wave swept over the smdl man, burying himin pae foam— liquid Sarlight.

The mast top swayed and bobbed as the wave passed, the creature il clinging desperately, its coat torn
away. Inthe eerielight its feet and legs appeared to have fused in shadow.

He bared histeeth at Eldrich again, though no noise was heard. Then, to the mage’ s amazement, the
creature uttered a curse of demonsin Darian—the mage tongue.

“What areyou?’ Eldrich asked.

It only cursed him again, making aquick sign with ahand which was swiftly returned to the moving mast.
A third wave broke over the creature, and for amoment Eldrich thought this one would do for it. But
again it wasthere, the mast spinning dowly, gyrating like atop about to topple. And thereit clung, its
clothing torn away to
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fish than man.

Suddenly the water erupted al around, wingless birdsrolling into the air, only to dip back into the chaotic
seas. Dolphins, Eldrich redized.

They curled out of the sea at every side, describing their perfect arcs, as numerous as raindrops. The
creature on the mast was suddenly aert, chattering in Darian.

Y et another crest broke nearby and swept toward them, dol phins capering in the foam. And in the bright
seafoam Eldrich thought he saw a shape—awoman borne by the wave.



The cregture cried out as the wave overwhelmed him. Casting free his grip, he leaped into the sea, in
among the dolphins and the sprite, if that’ swhat it was.

Onceits head broke the surface, searching out Eldrich, and it bared itsteeth again, in triumph now. It
caled out once morein Darian and waslost in the scorm—alast dap of itstail upon the broken surface.

She comes not for you, it had called.

A glow, bone-white, broke through the cloud and spread over the shattered sea, chasing wave crestslike
streaming vells. Eldrich turned to see a bubble moon float up, casting his shadow on the water likeastain
upon the spinning world.

Chapter Seventeen

An unsettling wind, disturbed in its patterns, invaded the Caledon Hills. It swept down dopes, moving the
branches of treeslike an army of advancing giants.

Horses became skittish, dancing away from the madly swaying branches and forcing their ridersto
strugglefor control. Erasmus felt his own nerves begin to fray, and was surprised to hear Clarendon
upbraid Kehler when the younger man’shorse shied in front of him.

“Thereisno profit inthis,” Clarendon said suddenly, embarrassed by his outburst. “Let usfind some
shelter from this cursed wind and make acamp.”

There were no dissentersto this plan.

Asthey searched along the valley bottom, lightning splayed toward the eastern horizon—a jagged tear in
the dark cloud. A moment later they felt the drumbest of distant thunder. Theinitia flash ssemedto bea
sign, and the sky was shattered over and over.

Their guide, Pryor, in better control of his mount, had ranged ahead and appeared now and then among
the trees, searching for asuitable Ste to make camp. Findly they caught up with him, off hishorse, staring
at something on the ground.

Erasmus and Clarendon came up next, and saw the dark stain of ashes, the charred remains of logs
sticking out like blackened bones.

“Quiteacooking fire,” Erasmus said immediately, noting the size.
Pryor nodded, his eyes ill fixed on the ashes.

Clarendon dismounted. “Thisisaslikely aspot asany. Thereiswater and we might find some shelter
from thewind in that stand of trees. We shal have rain soon enough, and | fear we will have to manage
asthe beasts do and smply endureit.”

The others began dismounting, rlieved to be off their nervous mounts. Hayes and Kehler took charge of
the horses, glancing over at their guide, who had not moved from the fire pit.

“Pryor... 7" Kehler prompted.
The lad stirred, looked up, clearly not sure why he had been disturbed, then redlized he shirked his duties



and roused himsdlf to help.

Erasmus began to collect firewood, which wasin short supply in theimmediate vicinity. Returning with a
smal armload a short time later, Erasmus found Rose crouched down and stirring the caked asheswith a
gtick, watching astream of gray carried away on the wind.

A scorched fragment surfaced, like something dredged from the seabed. The priest remained immobile
for asecond, redization snkingin.

Bone ...

“Why?" Erasmus whispered.

“To leave no oneto tell where she had gone.”

“But can amage not take away aman’s memories?’

“Yes, but sheis not amage. Who knows what she can do and cannot do?’
Erasmus coat billowed around him, fluttering like asail.

Rose shook his head, dropping his stick and sitting back on his haunches. “It is said an enchantment can
be strengthened by blood.”

“Not human blood,” Erasmus said quickly.

“Y es, human blood, too, though even the mages had strictures against such evil.” He nodded at thefire.
“If she believed he had to die—"

Erasmus et hisarmful of wood fall in aclatter about hisfeet— sticks bleached and bone dry.

Hayes and Kehler finished dragging their tack in under the low sweeping branches of afir, and left the
horsesto Pryor. The boy was awilling worker and took serioudly his responsbilities as guide, making his
earlier |lgpse seem oddly out of character.

Kehler was about to make hisway back to the fire pit, but Hayes motioned for hisfriend to walk with
him. They set off up the draw, the wind suddenly pushing against them with such energy that they leaned
their entire weight into it—like soaring birds.

Finding aflat onein the lee of an outcropping they sat themsaves down, and there, beneath the wind,
what seemed like quiet descended. Now that he had hisfriend alone, Hayes didn’t know how to begin.
Kehler waited, appearing to listen to the wind, to gauge the growing darkness. In the distance the
lightning continued unabated, branching like veins of pure, ingantaneous light—then gone.

“You don't need to say it, Hayes,” Kehler said softly, hiswordsal but buried benesth aroll of thunder.
“If I thought for amoment that al our endeavours would lead to—" His voice caught and in the gathering
dark Hayes could see him shake hishead sadly. “| only thought we would make a great discovery. That
we would write abook that everyone would want to read and that we should make a tremendous
success of it dl.” Heturned to Hayes, hisvoicevery low. “And | thought you would escape your
poverty, Hayes. That iswhat | hoped. Never for amoment did 1 think it would cometo this, and that in
the end we would have nothing to show for it.” He hung hishead. “1f only our notes had not been
ruined...”



Hayeswas alittle taken aback. He had not for amoment intended to accuse hisfriend of ... of anything.
“No senseregretting that,” Hayes said aswarmly as he could. “Eldrich would never allow usto publish
our story anyway. It was agreat adventure, Kehler, but no one beyond our small band will likely ever
know of it. Mages have ways of insuring silence. Poor Doctor Ripke proved that.”

“Not quite. In the end he spoke to me. Remember? But | know what you're saying.” A ped of thunder
Slenced them amoment. “I

fear that, rather than improving your circumstances, 1 have made them appreciably worse, Hayes."

“Worse?" Hayes regarded his dg ected friend. Poor Kehler was not doing well. “They could hardly have
been worse. But no, Kehler, rather than making matters worse, dl that we have seen and done has made
them better. You see, | fed... 1 don't quite know how to explain... | fed more whole, somehow. | don't
know what it is... Perhaps seeing the wonders we have seen has dtered my perspective on the world.
The concerns of the educated classes seem suddenly terribly foolish and petty, and asaresult my fdl in
society seemsrather insignificant.” He smiled, though not with joy. “In someway, | am the better for
what has happened. Do you see? My circumstances are not improved, but / am. If we survive, | shdl
thank you for it, Kehler. | shall thank you, despitedl.”

Kehler gazed at hisfriend through the murk, as though wondering if he jested or perhaps had lost his
reason atogether.

Hayes thought poor Kehler did not look bettered by their adventure. The young scholar seemed reduced
somehow. It was not just that he had lost weight and his bones and joints had grown more
prominent—but he seemed smdller, shrunken. Shrunken, the way old men appeared shrunken. The skin
on Kehler’ sface had logt its youthful luster, and the area around his eyes darkened as though he’ d been
bruised. If Hayes had not known better, he would have guessed hisfriend to be serioudy ill. Fortunately
Kehler’senergies had not failed, and he remained almost aswiry and nimble asever.

“Y ou did not bring me out here to blame mefor our ruin?” Kehler said, somewhat surprised. “To
excoriate mefor leading you intothis...”

“No, anything but. In fact, riding through these hillsin silence has brought akind of clarity to my mind.
I’ve been mulling over everything that’ s happened these past months—the recent weeks most
prominently. When you look at dl the events clearly, you redlize how truly odd some of the coincidences
were. Thefact that the family of Erasmus Hattery, the man who served Eldrich, were my neighbors, and
that | should have found him at the brothel—where | was taken by sheer chance, or so onewould
asume”

Hayes could barely make out hisfriend in the growing darkness,
except when lightning flashed and illuminated hisfacein ashockingly unnatura blue-white.

“Yes, itisvery odd,” Kehler said, sounding both relieved and tired, “but we have said as much before.
Even Erasmus has mentioned it. Clarendon has said several times that he does not believe in coincidence,
and | am coming to agreewith him.”

Hayes nodded. “Y es, Clarendon.” He took along bresth and plunged on. “I have been mulling over the
eventsthat led usto this pass and have begun to redlize that 1 know why we are here; Skye set us off on
this quest which eventudly led down into the cave where we hoped to make our names, to say nothing of
monetary consderations. Erasmusis here because he has aways been involved—as the child who lived
in the house of Eldrich and the man the mage hoped might draw out the Tellerites. Roseis here because
of hischurch and their determination that no one gain the arts now that the time of mages wanes. And that



leaves Clarendon. Curiosity is his avowed reason. He led Erasmus down into the cave hoping to learn
what Baumgere sought.”

“Yes, but heishere now because Eldrich has commanded it,” Kehler said, involving himself readily inthe
dia ogue which seemed a confirmation of their friendship, somehow—the cause in which they both
believed.

Hayes nodded his agreement. “ So it would appear, but he displays a determination that no one but Rose
seems able to conjure up. | have begun to think that Clarendon’ s purpose is something else, certainly
something more than he claims. We both know how difficult it was to journey down into the cave, how
frightening it was at times, how dangerous. Curiosty, even strong curiosity, would hardly be enough to
make aman take such risks.”

“Wall, | don't know about that, Hayes. We were largely driven by curiosity.”

“And the desire to make our names and perhaps atidy profit.” Hayes smiled. “We aso have, according
to Erasmus, ‘the impetuosity of youth,” which Randall cannot claim. But look at how Clarendon proceeds
now. Heisaman with purpose. | don't quite know what the purposeis, but he does not seem to have
the ambiva ence toward thistask that we fed. He may have begun by protesting and

proclaiming his principles and opposition to Eldrich, yet | seelittle evidence of this now.”

Kehler tilted his head to one Side, thinking. “It seemsto meto berather athin argument, Hayes. What is
it you think he seeks?’

Yes, what?

“I confess, 1 don’t know. But consider our first evening at Clarendon’ s house. Do you remember? He
told us his persond history dmost immediately, as though he could not wait. Isthat not odd for a
gentleman? We were only acquaintances of afew hours, after al. It was as though he had to tell the story
quickly, asif by doing so he might forestdl any questions. Asthough he did not want usto start
wondering. Clarendon is so genuine and hasled such adifficult life, or so hetdlsit, that who would
guegion him?’

“| was rather touched by the trust he exhibited, telling his history to strangers,” Kehler protested.

“Aswas 1, but think of it. We have hardly thought to question his motives since. However, Teller left
more than one band of followers behind, each unaware of the other.”

“Now, Hayes,” hisfriend protested, “thisis not mental clarity, but overactiveimagination!”

Hayesfdt blood risein hisface, partly from embarrassment. Was he grasping &t straws?“Redlly? The
man has a beadt that will hardly leave his sde—awolfhound, yet. And what isthe familiar of our last
living mage but awolf? 1t isan odd coincidence, and Clarendon does not believein coincidence, | might
remind you.”

Kehler shook his head, dmost smiling, but aflash revealed that the smile would not hold and dissolved
into troubled shadows. “Do you redly think heisafollower of Teler?” he asked, lowering hisvoice.

“Wall, I don’'t know. It isn't very likely, | suppose. | only meant to point out that | don’t believe we know
why Clarendon ishere. Thereismore to his story than he hastold, or s0 | believe. Heisamystery
masquerading as atae of hardship and betraya—an excedlent ploy to gain our sympathy and trust—but
thereisamystery there, dl the same.”



Kehler looked up at hisfriend, the doubt dmost visble through the darkness. “If what you say istrue, is
he adanger to us, do you think?’

“Randall? No, | cannot believe that. Certainly, he seemsto bear usno malice. I... It isonly aquestion of
his purpose, Kehler. Why did he attach himself to us, and why does he pursue Annawith such
determination?’

Kehler leaned back against the rock. “ Perhaps we should speak to Erasmus about this,” Kehler said
after amoment, which was what Hayes had hoped to hesr.

“If you think we should...” Hayes said.
They sat in slence, watching the lightning-shattered sky, and then Kehler turned to hisfriend.

“I know you have tried to make mefed lessresponsible, Hayes, but | have not forgotten that it was my
impetuosity that got usinto thissituation. | swayed you with hopes of wedlth, even though your common
sense told you not to become involved. No, what | am saying istrue. Y ou would never be here but for
me promising you away out of poverty, though in truth | had not the dightest reason to believe we would
find anything of valuein the cavern.” He paused, faltering. “ It was treacherous of me to promiseyou
profit. It was worse than treacherous. | waslying, Hayes. Lying. And now we areinvolved with Eldrich. |
don’t know how you can bear the sight of me. Certainly no one has ever done you aworse turn. Flames,
Hayes, but you should hate me. Hate me utterly.”

There was the merest second of silence wherein Kehler looked down at the ground, and then he jumped
up and hurried off, shaking his head. Hayes watched him go, dumbfounded by this outburst. Perhaps he
should despise Kehler. Perhaps he should blame him for al that had happened. But Hayes could not. He
redly felt that what he had said wastrue. Samua Hayes had found himself through adversity—though it
appeared the same claim could not be made for Fenwick Kehler.

They had found an overhanging rock that provided some shelter, though the wind whipped about to dl
points of the compass and even occasiona ly seemed to blow directly down so there was no escaping the
dementsentirdly.

The sorm was il dry, the dark clouds passing overhead ominoudy, holding back their rain asthough
harboring it for afina ondaught. Once they had cooked, they let the fire burn down so that

they would not be subject to its smoke, which in these conditions could not be escaped for more than a
moment by shifting upwind. The darkness was near tota, except for the flicker of distant lightning, which
lit their facesin quick, ghosily flashes.

“You are quiet thisevening, Pryor,” Clarendon said. “Have you nothing to tell us of thisareaof the hills?”’

Pryor looked up, hisface flickering into being. Etched with sadness, Hayes thought. “Itisthisplace,” the
boy said. “I findit... | haven't thewords.”

In the next flicker of light Hayes thought he saw Rose and Erasmuslook at each other solemnly.

Pryor roused himself and with some difficulty lit alamp, heading off into the darknessto seeto the
horses, though Hayes thought he had redlly gone to be alone.

“What alshim, do you think?" Kehler asked.



A gust of wind beat down upon the trees, which cresked and complained. When the gust was done, it
seemed to have carried off any answer to the question, for no one spoke.

Hayes had rolled himsdlf in ablanket and sat with hisback to therock. If not for the wind and the
branches of lightning he could have bdieved himself back in the cave, huddled againgt hard onein the
overwheming darkness.

Suddenly Clarendon pulled aside his own deeping rug and stood up, his movements oddly jerky inthe
intermittent lightning. “ Someone should seeto Pryor,” the small man said, concernin histone,

Kehler roseaswell. “I’ll come with you, Randall. It istoo miserable anight to go off aone.”
Thetwo of them picked their way down the few feet of rock and disappeared among the swaying trees.

They sat for sometime, and then Hayes leaned closer to Erasmus so that he might be heard above the
wind. “Tell me, Erasmus, why do you think Randal involved himsdlf in thisendeavor in thefirst place?”’

Erasmus turned toward him, drawing his head back as though wondering what had led Hayesto this
question, but then he nodded. “I have wondered the same thing more than once. Something more than
we have been told, | think—as do you, | collect?’

Hayesnodded. “Yes. Not that | fear hisintentions... | think

thereisastory he has not told, but then we have not al taken our turn to relate our tale. He glanced at
Deacon Rose, remembering how the priest had avoided telling his own story while they lay trapped in the
chamber—tdlling of the destruction of the Tellerites by the magesinstead.

Rose looked back at him. “1 am gratified that others have come to have doubts about our friend
Clarendon,” the priest said.

“| do not doubt Randall Clarendon,” Hayes heard himsdlf say, “but only wonder if we have heard dl of
hisstory.” As soon as Deacon Rose voiced suspicions of Clarendon, Hayes found himsalf defending the
man. After dl, had not Clarendon been proven right about the priest a every turn? Deacon Rose was not
to be trusted.

In the next flicker of light Hayes saw the priest smiling. “If | criticized ademon, you would rush to his
defense,” Rose said.

“Randd|’ s done no one harm that I’ m aware of,” Hayes said firmly.

“Let usnot argue again amongst ourselves,” Erasmus interrupted, his voice dmost as deep asthe
drumming thunder. Hayes could see hisface in the flickering light—like his neighbors in Paradise
Street—flickering into being, then gone. “A man’spast is not dways so easily reveded to srangers, and
despite any libertieswith thefacts, | think you will find that there wastruth in Randdl’ s sory—the pain
was certainly no exaggeration. Men often have good reason to keep their pasts from others. Let usjudge
Randall by hisactions. By that standard he has earned the respect of usal. Let him paint his past in any
shadeshe might wish, and |, for one, will blesshim for it.”

Thelightning flashed again, and dl of them started, for afigure stood at the edge of thefirdight—agrimly
sad Clarendon staring at them, his pain obvious.

“Itisthe curse of my difference,” Clarendon said asthe thunder rolled to silence. “1 shal never be free of
it”



Suddenly they heard acal above the sounds of the passing storm. Each of them became till, Straining to
hear, for it was not the first time that they thought they had heard avoicein thewind. Then Kehler
appeared in aseries of flashes, moving jerkily toward them.
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“Thehorses! They’regone,” he caled out, and everyone was up, ssumbling through the bowing trees.

A parted rope was al they could find of their mounts, scattered by the storm like so many leaves. Nor
could they immediady find Pryor.

“He must be searching for the horses,” Erasmus yelled above the thunder.
“Madness!” Hayes said. “Wewon't find them now until daylight.”

“Hewill not likely cometo harm thisnight,” Erasmus said, *but someone will surely get logt if we go
searching for him. Best we keep to our shelter until thereislight.”

“We cannot be lost between here and the cliff,” Kehler said. “Let us separate just enough to comb back
through the trees. The horses might not have gonefar.”

They split up and made their way back toward the shelter, finding their way by the flashes of lightning that
drove back the darkness every few seconds.

Erasmus walked through the center of their line, and after afew moments emerged into the smal clearing
where the stream flowed. Here the lightning revealed two crouching figures. Erasmus hurried forward,
sure that someone had falen and been injured—easy enough to do in this dternating light and darkness.

Ashecamealittle closer, Erasmus redized it was Deacon Rose bending down with his hand upon
someone' s shoulder—Hayes, he thought, but then redlized it wastheir guide, Pryor.

Erasmus was brought up sharp. A flash revealed the face of the young man, contorted in pain, streaked
with rain—yet it was not raining.

He knows, Erasmus thought. The poor boy. That is his brother’ s pyre.

And then the rain came, driving down upon them in thimble-sized drops. Thelittle, burbling stream rose
ingtantly into atorrent, swelling beyond its banks until it flooded acrossthe fire pit, carrying the ashes and
scattering them like memories.

Chapter Eighteen
*0't

Moncrief received the letter from his secretary, agrimly serious man who had suffered Moncrief’ s
employ for sometwenty years. The King's Man looked disdainfully &t the envelope, which was clearly
not part of the day’s post.

“From Sir John Ddrymple, sir. He... Sir Johniswaiting upon your reply.”
“He came with aletter demanding ingtant reply? | should make him wait the entire day.”
“Hedid say it wasurgent, Sir.”

Moncrief rolled hiseyes. “I'm sure he did. Send Sir John home, and accept no argument. Thank you,



Horton.”

Moncrief took the envelope, glancing a his name on the front written in an unfamiliar hand. It bore notitle
or honorific, merely Sutton Abelard, as though he were a commoner, aman of no consequence. He felt
hisanger well up. Sir John was proving to be more than an annoyance.

He dit the envelope quickly, and opened the | etter.
gr:

You will place all the resourcesin your power at the disposal of

Sr John Dalrymple beginning immediately and until such time as Sr John releases them. If |
suspect for even a moment that you have not complied in every way with this order, you shall
wish you had not been born into thislife.

There was no sgnature.

Moncrief felt such heat riseinto hisface that he could hardly spesk. “What kind of jokeisthis?’ he
spluttered. “ Has Dalrymple gone mad?’

He read the | etter again, as though unable to believe that anyone could send such amissiveto him. Ashe
read, his hand began to shake with anger, and then, without warning, the paper burst into abal of flame,
burning his hands, thelight paining hiseyes.

He dropped the | etter, stumbling away, blinded for the moment.

“Horton!” he cdled, thinking that the papers on his desk would catch and the whole building go.
The secretary burgt into the room at the tone of his master’ s summons.

“Lord Moncrief? Are you unwell?’

Moncrief waved his burned hand at the desk. “Put it out!” Sir?

The bewilderment in the man’ s voice brought Moncrief up short. He opened his eyes, the white flame il
burned into hisvision. But there was no fire. He scood mystified for amoment and then crossed to his
desk. Theletter was gone, and the envelope as well. He examined his hands.

“They are not burned?’ he asked, showing them to Horton.

“No, ar.”

“Did | fal adeep? Wasit adream?’

“What, Sr?’ His secretary |ooked very concerned, as though his employer were babbling.
“Did you bring me aletter from Sir John just amoment ago?’

“Youknow | did, sir.”

Moncrief looked at the desk, and then at the floor beneath it.



“Haveyoulog it?’

The truth came to him, and he put out a hand to steady himsdlf. The arts of the mages—of the mage.
Eldrich. He actudly fdt the blood drain from hisface. Quickly he sat down.

ugr?1

“1 must havefalen adeep.” Hetook along breeth. “Very odd dream.” Hetried to smile reassuringly but
faled utterly. “That will bedl, Horton.”

“If you'resure, Sir,” Horton said, clearly not ready to go.
1] I’ m Sjre.”

Horton nodded and backed up a pace, examining Moncrief asthough he might just call aphysician
anyway. Then he turned to go.

“Horton?” Moncrief said as the man reached the door. “1s Sir John il waiting?”
The servant shook his head.

“Have my carriage ready, | shall be going out for awhile.”

“Immediady, sr.”

Sir John sat at his desk, unable to concentrate to even the dightest degree. There were adozen reports
garing at him, unread al the days he had been in Castlebough. He turned and |ooked out the window
into the common across the street. How did one carry on the normal routine after the experience he'd
just had? And now Moncrief was being most difficult. What if he did not bother to read the letter at al?
Eldrich would not be pleased.

“Fames” hesad quietly.

A knock startled him, and his secretary’ s face appeared in the open door. “Lord Moncrief, Sir John.”
“Here? Now?’

“Thisminute, Sr. He saysitismost urgent.”

Sir John had an urge to make the man wait but had no time for such pettiness. The door wasleft gar; a
moment later it svung gently back, and Moncrief stepped around it rather gingerly. He still wore his
cape, hat and cane clutched in his hands.

Sir John had never seen the man look so pale, asthough he were very ill. The King's Man stood there
for amoment saying nothing, gazing at Sir John, hislook neither malevolent nor defiant. The predatory

Moncrief, with his beaked nose and eyes set too close together—the pinched look of disapprova—he
appeared cowed! Sir

Sean Russl
John could hardly believe what he saw. Moncrief looked cowed! Moncrief! What wasin that letter?

“I did not redize,” the King'sMan said at last, hisvoice very small. “1 had no way of knowing. You
need not be concerned... 1... Pray, let there be peace between us, Sir John. Think of me asyour friend,
your aly indl things. Ask whatever you will of me. | am your servant in this matter.”



Sir John nodded, not so far gone that he could not enjoy this moment. He smiled rather malevolently at
the King'sMan.

“We...” Sir John began, but then changed hismind. “/ am looking for ayoung woman. A dangerous
young woman. She has recently been using the name AnnaFielding. A captain of HisMgesty’ s navy will
arrive pogthaste. He can identify her.” Sir John held out a piece of paper upon which the woman's
description had been written. He waited until Moncrief redlized that he must crossthe room to takeit. “It
isimperative that she not take ship, especialy for theidand of Farrow. Isthat clear?’

Moncrief nodded, perhaps alittle surprised by the request. He stood there like aminion, unsure if he was
to beinvited to Sit or if he' d been released.

“I shdl put the agents of the Admiralty to work this night. The pleasures of the day to you, Sir John,”
Moncrief said, bobbing his head and raising his cane dightly in salute. He backed out the door, closing it
quietly behind him.

Sir John went to the window and watched Moncrief scurry into his carriage. Word of this unprecedented
vigt to Sir John would get about immediatdly. It was dmost worth alife s servitude to the mage just to
have had that experience. Moncrief currying favor—as he likely did with no one but the King. He heard
himsdf laugh.

What had Eldrich written? Whatever it wasit had frightened Moncrief like nothing else. And why did
Moncrief believeit? Certainly anyone could have written the letter and signed Eldrich’s name, though
only acomplete fool would do so, for if Eldrich learned of it the man would suffer. Sir John was not quite
sure what, but one did not anger the mage. Or fail him.

Chapter Nineteen

A vapor wraith streamed up from the cup, fixed in the eye by aflash of lightning. Annasipped the dixir
made from king’' s blood, her hand trembling perceptibly.

Wind gusted down the dope and flattened her fire, spreading the tongues of flame so that they wavered
but could not speak. A dry gae off the sea, and on the distant edge of the world alightning storm the
likes of which she had never seen.

The smdl of king’' s blood was familiar to her now and the taste. Her body reacted to it with akind of
hunger, even as her mind felt growing revulsion. There were precautions she would have to take soon, for
the seed had other effects—none of them desirable—and one readily became habituated.

She closed her eyes and spped again, the lightning till thrown againgt her retinae. The liquid ran warm
into her center, entered the blood, and flowed outward, invading the rest of her body—or so she
imagined. Blessedly, the dixir blunted the sharp edge of pain that cut into her brain—the hangover from
augury. She pulled her cloak close around her, sinking back into the cedar boughs she' d cut for comfort.

What did the vision mean?

Men pursued her, agroup of them: Erasmus and the others from the cave, she was sure. But there had
been one among them who was only a shadow. Wasit Eldrich? Eldrich seeking her in the hills? Mages
commonly used minions for such tasks. Or was this ameasure of how desperate Eldrich was? Of how
badly he wanted Lan-dor’ s seed and the words written in the chamber.

The meaning was clear. Somehow they had discovered that she had not died in the cave even though



Halsey had sacrificed himself and she had taken alife so that this knowledge would never surface. A life
for nothing.

“They come after us,” she said to her familiar which hunkered down on abranch nearby.

No response. He did not like this storm and appeared to be sulking, pulling his head back into his
shoulders, fluffing hisfeathers. He rode hiswildly swinging branch through the gustswith almost comic
determination.

Her eydidsfluttered like wings and closed. Annabegan to fed hersdf drift asthough she werefloating
away from her body. Of course, the vision had not been so smple—such was the nature of augury. She
had aso seen hersdlf in acircle of columnsand at each column stood aman: Erasmus was one; Hayes
and Kehler; apriest; another she could not quite see; and again the shadow figure. They performed a
ritual—arite that would make her amage.

They will destroy me or help me, shethought. But which? Should / run or seek them out?
Visons never offered answers—only possihilities.

Although she kept her eyestightly closed, shadows formed at the periphery of her vision, hissing voices
whigpering unintelligibly, only the loathing articulated.

Annaemptied the bitter dregs of the cup, and lay her head back, the folds of her cape fluttering about her
face like the wings of bats. Lightning branched toward the world' s edge, rending the fabric of night.

She felt hersdf rise and opened her eyesto find hersalf crossing to the horses, the landscape oddly
illuminated, dmost dully luminescent.

She dipped the hobble on her gray mare and with neither saddle
nor bridle swung up onto its back and set off across the meadow, voices hissing from the shadows.

Among the trees they found a path that led up into a cleft between hills. She did not question where they
went; shewasin the grip of king's blood and obeyed its dictates. The shadow figures seemed to follow
her, slent now, but increasing in number.

The mare stopped suddenly as though the way were blocked, and Annaheard ahisslike brittle leavesin
thewind. There, rising out of the ground, was the face of Banks. He bobbed as though floating up from
the sea, hair plastered to hisforehead, white shellsfor eyes. He rolled dowly, turned by an unseen
current, and his shell-eyes |ooked up at her, ghostly blank.

“Farrelle’ s oath... Banks?’ she exclamed, her voice barely risng above thewind. “Banks? Isthat
you?’

He opened his mouth, but only insects emerged, scurrying off into the night. Again hetried, but thewind
carried the words away.

Annahad dumped over her horse' s neck, the horror held a bay by the king’ s blood. “What? 1 cannot
hear. Bankd”

“Therewill bea price,” he hissed, and he dipped benegath the surface, one white shell Ieft upon the
ground like atiny moon.

She dipped off her mare and plucked up the shell, turning the delicate object on her pam. Armor, she



thought. The armor of somefragile cresture.
“Banks,” shewhispered. “A pricefor what?’

She went on, leading the gray horse by itsbridie. Tears dipped down her cheek but were flicked away
by thewind. “Banks,” she said again, “so many have died.”

The path twisted upward among the swaying trees, over alandscape of gnarled root and shattered stone.
“An-na,” someone whispered.

Shelooked around, searching the ground. “Banks?”’

“‘An...na..”

The voice did not come from the ground, and she looked up to see aform hanging from atree.
Reluctantly she moved forward.

“Kdls? Farrdle sblood!” she cried. “What has been done to you? Kells?” She could see him now, his
neck caught in the crook of abranch, hisbody hanging limp.

For amoment he struggled to breathe, trying to swallow, breath gargling in thisthroat like a death rattle.
“I will get you down, Kdls” shesad.

“You cannot...” hemanaged, “... hdp me”

“Kells—" her voice choked off in asob. “Isthiswhat becomes of us?’

“Not... you...” She could see him blinking, and then he began to choke again, his breath cut off. Anna
closed her eyes, unable to bear it. But then the choking subsided and she could hear him drawing shalow
bresths.

“Hewatches,” Kellswhispered hoarsdly. “ ... listens...” His breath caught. And for amoment there was
utter silence, as he fought to draw abreath, histhroat seemingly blocked. No sound, only thelifeless
body and the gaping mouth, bulging eyes.

She could not bear it anymore and, almost running, pulled her mare forward.

“Farrelle' sblood,” she heard herself say again and again. Wasthisavison of deeth? Wasthis what
awaited her?

“Not you,” Kellshad said, but what had that meant? Her fate was different? Worse?

She ssumbled aong the path, haf-blinded by tears, unsureif the shadowsto right and left were trees
animated by the storm or crestures of nightmare.

She burst through branchesinto asmall clearing and there afire burned. Was she back at her own camp?
But no, it was not the same. And someone sat on afalen tree near thefire.

She edged closer, fearing what she might find. The branches of the falen tree reached up, tipped in white
blossoms. The woman was rocking, humming to hersdf. Annacould see her now. A large woman of
indeterminate age, wisps of gray hair threaded among the dark.



The woman looked up, her face kind. She cradled ababy at her breast, bundled in white, and sang
oftly.

“My heart will keep the storm at bay
The wraiths, the rain, the whispering night.

The eye will see what's foul and fey,

The way by darkness Into light.*

For the briefest instant Anna sfamiliar settled on her shoulder, but then took flight again, agitated,
muttering its Sngle syllable like a curse. The chough was battered by the wind, which then dropped to
complete calm, though the shadow trees &till writhed and swayed. Only here, in thissmall valewasit
tranquil. Beyond, the world had succumbed to madness.

“Ah, child,” thewoman said, smiling at Anna. “Y ou look chill. Will you not warm yoursef by the fire?
I’ve nothing moreto offer, I'm afraid. Just fire”

Annacame and sat on arock across from the dancing flames. She could see the woman more clearly,
now, and wasless sure of her age. Fifty? More? She shifted, great doughy rolls moving benegath her

arms, visible through her blouse. The woman was thrice Anna sweight, she was sure. And she had borne
achild—at thislate age?

“Y ou look sad, child,” the woman said, her voice grandmotherly and filled with concern. “ Sad and
frightened.”

Annadid not answer, athough she found hersalf wanting to tell her troublesto thiswoman asthough a
complete stranger could put her massive arms around Annaand bring comfort, protect her.

“My friends,” Annasaid, then stopped.
“He watches,” Kels had said, and the thought stopped her from speaking.

The woman nodded, her smile wavering. “ They are among the whisperers,” she said softly, nodding. She
looked down at the babe at her breast, making soothing noises. “There my sweet child. There, there. It's
only aweedip of agirl. She can’'t harm thelikes of you.”

The woman looked up and gave Annaatight smile. “It isaterrible, gathering sorm. But what can we
do? A galecan't be outrun. Even the birds, carried on itswinds, fall exhausted at last. Sea birds swept a
hundred milesinland, fall on ploughed fields, and are turned into the earth. Their sea memories weeping
into the soil.” She shook her head. “It isthe way of the world. Theway, theway.”

“But why am | telling you, daughter?'Y ou journeyed through the

earth’ sdarkness. Only the darkness of the soul is more complete. There, most are lost. The one who
seeksyou—that ishisfalling...*

“Eldrich?Isthat who you mean?’
But the woman looked down tenderly to the child again, and apparently did not hear.

“| suckled him,” the woman said, not looking up. “Nourished him. Saw the light grow in hiseyes. The



light of theworld.” She shook her head. “Breaks a poor woman’s heart.”

“What does?” Annasaid, confused. Was the woman making sense but the king’ s blood was muddling
her brain, or was the woman raving?

Annashook her head, pressing her eyes closed.
“What isit, child.”

Anna haf-expected the woman to be asking this of the baby, but when she opened her eyes, she found
the woman’ s kind gaze upon her—filled with concern.

“| don’'t know whereto go.”

“But you must. Y ou must. He cannot live without me,” she looked down at the baby again, clucking her
tongue, and smiling. “Nor you,” she said. “Women arethe way to life. No other. Aye, by moon and tide,
we aretheway.”

The warm light of the fire danced across the old woman, across the folds of the skirt that covered her
massvelegs, likethe trunks of trees.

The woman took the child from her breast which appeared like a great pendul ous moon, and Anna could
see crimson scars, adrop of blood forming on the nipple. Camly the woman pulled her clothing into
place, and then her smile brightened.

“Seewhat abeauty heis,” shesad. “ Seethelook in his eyes. Was there ever more promise than that?’
The woman leaned forward, tugging back the swaddling folds.

But there, wrapped in white, lay abundle of dried thistles and thorns. No child at all.
“Ah, look at how he smiles at you. Y ou see what a pretty girl sheis?Yes. Meansyou no harm at al.”

Annadgared in frozen horror, and then the chough’ swing brushed her face asit dove, screaming between
them, fluttering

above theflames. Annawas up, staggering away. She ssumbled into the swaying wood, the grasping
branches.

Shefdl, but as she stretched out her hands toward the ground, she seemed to tumble through and was
suddenly spinning among the stars, their brittle voices echoing coolly in her ears.

The hanged man. The drowned man. The earth mother. Annaknew al the symbols, asdid anyone
familiar with even the lesser arts. Water, the stuff of life. There were poemsthat used the same imagery.
Essex had made much of desth by water. Degth by life.

But what it all meant in her case was unclear.

Banks had drowned in the cave, so it was no surprise that he had appeared to float up out of the earth.
Thereisa price, he had said. She shivered at the memory. A price for what? For her escape? A priceto
be paid for al theliveslost that she might go free? He might have even meant there was a price for
entering Landor’ s chamber. Or stealing the seed. Who knew what charms the great mages had left on
their chamber? They might be working their wickedness even now.

Sheflipped open Halsey’ sbook again, holding it closer to thefire, trying to make out the fine hand.
There had been no records set for travel that day, the day after augury and her dream vison. Annadid



not think she had been more exhausted upon her escape from the cave.

Stll, if shewas correct in her assumptions, she was back on thetrail that would lead her down into the
lowlands—or at least into theright valley.

She read the carefully inscribed Darian, many of the passages followed by Halsey’ s explanation. The
section on dream visions was not particularly enlightening. The only thing she learned wasthat her
particular emotions during the vision could be significant, but as her emotions had seemed deadened and
terribly confused, she was not sure what to make of them. Certainly, after the fact, she had been left with
afeding of dread, which might mean nothing. Or so she hoped.

Sean RusHl|

Kédls strangling in the tree was another enigma. Kellswho had aways been the most articulate of them.
The hanged man was usually the innocent, falsely accused, though not aways. He could be paying for his
crime—relaing to Banks' foreboding “therewill beaprice”
